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Abstract

Students’ educational experiences vary. The differences in these experiences can be
attributed to a variety of factors, including but not limited to geographic location, socioeconomic status, age, gender, race, ability, and individual experiences before and during
schooling. In this study, the researcher examined the intersectionality of race and disability in
the context of postsecondary education and student-athletes through the experiences of
participants who identified themselves within select categories, namely as Black/African
American and student-athlete. Of equal importance, participants struggled to meet normalized
standards of learning during their P-12 educational experiences and/or were identified with a
categorical learning disability. As will be discussed, the matter of labeling, particularly for
Black/African American male students is controversial and muddied. Therefore, a participant’s
involvement in this study was not necessarily dependent upon whether they were labeled through
a traditional special education process, but whether they had experienced academic difficulty
throughout their P-12 experiences. In an effort to understand the participants’ construction of the
phenomenon in question, the study examined the experiences of Black/African American college
football student athletes who struggled to meet normalized standards of learning and/or were
identified with a categorical learning disability.
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Chapter One
Introduction
It is college football championship season once again, the time of year when elite teams
from major conferences compete for a coveted berth in the playoffs or top tier bowl game. This
year, my team is not in the running. Yet, I continue to watch from the sidelines in eager
anticipation, waiting as the playoffs conclude and the winners emerge. I wasn’t always a
football fan but attending Florida State University (FSU) changed that forever. As a freshman, I
attended every game. The air of Doak Campbell Stadium was a beautifully infectious toxin that
created fans who pledged their allegiance to the longstanding traditions of FSU football long
after they’d graduated. I am no exception. Despite the way in which I unabashedly problematize
Division One football programs, I am still an avid fan and attend, at least, one game a year. I
love to watch the mental and physical dominance that takes place on the field. The legacy of
Florida State Football is not unique and is matched and often surpassed by comparable programs,
particularly in the south. Still, win or lose, I am forever and always loyal to FSU Football cognitive dissonance at its best.
Statement of the Problem
Students who have struggled to meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been
identified with a categorical learning disability, often experience similar difficulties during their
postsecondary education process. Likewise, Black/African American students often experience
obstacles on the path to higher education, such as college readiness (Rodeñck, Nagaoka, & Coca,
2009), feelings of desertion (Karkouti, 2016), microaggressions, difficult campus climates,
stereotypes (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000), and racial battle fatigue (Smith, Allen, & Danley,
1

2007) to name a few. What is more, student-athletes encounter similar complications in
university settings. The aforementioned student groups are unique in their own right and issues
pertaining to their academic success are not identical. However, similarities and intersections
exist between the academic difficulties these groups face and these are perhaps more pronounced
when students identify with more than one of these student groups. For example, the participants
in this study: Black/African American college football student-athletes who have struggled to
meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been identified with a categorical learning
disability. The level of academic difficulty these participants experience may increase because
of their association with multiple identities plagued by educational inequity.
Extant literature does not thoroughly address the educational experiences of students who
identify as Black/African American college football student-athletes who have struggled to meet
normalized standards of learning and/or have been identified with a categorical learning
disability. While issues pertaining to these identities have been explored in isolation, they have
not, necessarily, been explicitly examined from an intersectional viewpoint. Within the confines
of this topic, this study addressed the shortages of isolated research by exploring the experiences
of persons who were academically impacted by the aforementioned identities. This case study
examined the complex ways that dis|ability, ethnicity/race, and athletic pursuits work together to
impact educational experiences and outcomes of students.
Background
Students with Disabilities and College Sports
The admission of student-athletes with disabilities into intercollegiate sports begins with
the organization of college sports itself. According to Walker (2004-2005), “one of the earliest
reported athletic events was a boat race between Harvard and Yale universities in the 1840s that
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was organized and sponsored by the then powerful Elkins Railroad Line” and included “crowds
of spectators and prize money" (p. 630). Additionally, because of safety concerns related to
intercollegiate sports, university presidents were expressing concerns related to the “direction of
intercollegiate sports” (Walker, 2004-2005, p. 630). Due to a significant number of deaths and
injury, President Theodore Roosevelt met with various university representatives, resulting in the
Intercollegiate Athletic Association of the United States (Gatemen, 2011; Walker, 2004-2005).
In 1910, this entity was officially renamed the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)
(Gatemen, 2011; Walker, 2004-2005).
Before World War I, intercollegiate athletics were managed by institutions themselves.
However, after a host of gambling scandals post World War II, the NCAA began to exert more
control over intercollegiate athletic programs (Walker, 2004-2005). During the 1950s, the
NCAA established itself as a separate entity and began to dominate regulatory practices on
behalf of intercollegiate sports (Walker, 2004-2005). Such practices included the setting of
academic entrance requirements for student-athletes. Walker (2004-2005) explains that even the
first academic requirement impacted student-athletes with learning disabilities. During the 1970s,
the NCAA became inundated with challenges in the form of lawsuits asserting the overexercising of “regulatory authority”, including “academic eligibility requirements” (Walker,
2004-2005, p. 633). Consistent eligibility challenges, often in the form of legal battles, have led
to a series of changes in NCAA eligibility policies and practices.
Two laws govern the nature of student participation in college sports for athletes with
disabilities: The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the American with Disabilities Act of 1990
(ADA). Congress passed the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to prevent discrimination against
individuals with disabilities related to the provision of educational services when participating in
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federally funded programs (Freitas, 1998; McPherson v. Michigan High Sch. Athletic Ass'n,
Inc., 119 F.3d 453, 459 (6th Cir. 1997); Reaves v. Mills, 904 F. Supp. 120, 123 (WDNY 1995);
Weston, 1999). The Rehabilitation Act and Title II of ADA pertain to public entities, while Title
III of ADA pertains to private entities. Modeled after the Rehabilitation Act, the ADA provides
a “clear and comprehensive national mandate for the elimination of discrimination against
individuals with disabilities” specifically as it relates to discrimination that results in the lack of
access to a major life activity, in this case, the pursuit of higher education (42 U.S.C. §
1210l(b)(l) as cited in Freitas, 1998). Student-athletes use these laws to contest ineligibility with
the NCAA and the institution in question. Given the historical and current context of
intercollegiate football and the ways in which NCAA polices impact their eligibility status,
further consideration of the experiences of student-athletes with learning disabilities is
warranted.
Revenue, Integration, and Scholarship
American (U.S.) football is one of this country’s most sacred institutions, both in
tradition and profits. As of 2016, the National Football League (NFL) revenues were set to
exceed $13 billion dollars (Belzer, 2016). Commissioners, owners, coaches, players, and
corporations all reap the monetary benefits of this profitable business. However, the way in
which the NFL is structured and operates is not an isolated system. College football conferences
produce significant revenue for their universities as well. With this revenue, coaches,
sometimes, make more than even their university presidents (Hobson, 2017) and universities use
this income to enhance the overall presence and capacity of the institution. Although players are
the nuts and bolts of these capitalistic ventures, they are not the highest earners in the NFL and
do not earn salaries in college football systems. To understand the significance of Black/African
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American as it relates to the profitability of college football, one must understand the historical
development of that relationship and how it operates presently.
Division One (D1) football programs at predominantly white institutions of higher
education (PWIHEs) have been integrated for over a century. However, this process has been
gruelingly slow. William H. Lewis, the first African American football player of record,
attended Harvard University and played center position from, approximately, 1892-1894. He
was also the first African American All-American (Harvard University, 2016). The University
of California Los Angeles’ (UCLA) James C. Williamson played from 1919-1920 (The Southern
Branch, 2014). Likewise, in the 1920s, Brice Taylor was the first African American football
player for the University of Southern California (USC). As a guard and special teams kicker, he
was named as the Trojans first All-American (University of Southern California Black History
Month, 2015). While northern and western college football organizations had integrated,
southern universities were not as eager to follow. During the Jim Crow era, Black/African
American individuals could not eat in the same restaurants, drink from the same fountains, attend
the same schools, or play on the same college sports teams. Many Black/African American
athletes opted to leave for universities outside of the South that would “accept” them (Lewis,
2012). However, this changed with the recruitment of Maryland’s Darryl Hill (1963). While
Maryland’s staff and team were supportive of Hill’s recruitment, the Athletic Coast Conference
(ACC) and Southeastern Conference (SEC) teams were vehemently opposed. Amongst death
threats, Hill changed the landscape of southern football through his participation (Loverro, 2013;
University of Maryland Athletics Hall of Fame, 2016). By 1966, approximately 50% of ACC
teams had recruited Black/African American players and with the 1970 Alabama v. USC
matchup, Paul “Bear” Bryant introduced the SEC to integrated football (Lewis, 2012). USC
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defeated Alabama 42-21 and the following year Alabama recruited its first Black/African
American player, John Mitchell (Barra, 2013).
Currently, D1 football teams are chiefly comprised of Black/African American players,
particularly in conferences that produce the most revenue from college football (NCAA, 2017).
These statistics mimic the overrepresentation of Black/African American players in the NFL as
well. As of 2017, the percentage of African American NFL players numbered 69.7% (Lapchick
& Mafatia, 2017). A closer examination of player demographics reveals the integrality of
college football’s Black/African American athletes. During the 2016-2017 season, selfidentified Black/African American athletes comprised 57% of players in the SEC, 50% of
players in the ACC, and 42% in the Big Ten Conference (NCAA, 2017). Notably, the majority
of teams in competition for the 2017 football National Championship were comprised mainly or
by a large percentage of Black/African American student-athletes (e.g., University of Alabama:
67%, Clemson: 49%). The participation of Black/African American football student-athletes
provides seeming benefits, including, but not limited to, serving as an instrument for college
entrance, providing upward mobility, and preparing these students for other and future life
challenges (Baker & Hawkins, 2016; Fuller, Harrison, & Bukstein, 2017; Singer, 2008).
However, disparities are evident between Black/African American student-athletes and their
peers, particularly when considering variances in average entry test scores, grade point averages
(GPAs), and college graduation rates. For example, Harper, Williams, and Blackmon (2013)
conducted a longitudinal study where the findings indicated that of “76 universities in major D1A1 athletic conferences, only 50.2% of African American male student-athletes graduated within
six years and 55.5% of African American men overall; this is in comparison to 66.9% of all
student-athletes, and 72.8% of undergraduate students overall. Given the historical and current
1

A stands for the highest level of Division 1 athletic teams.
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context of intercollegiate football, further consideration of the experiences of Black/African
American student-athletes is warranted.
Rationale and Purpose
Like microcosms that mimic larger socio-political structures, D1 College Football Programs
(CFPs) are uniquely designed to fulfill established agendas that serve both their purposes and
those of meso and macrocosmic designs. DI CFPs fit inside the larger system of PWIHEs.
Likewise, PWIHEs operate within a larger socio-political context of structural supremacy. The
purpose of this study is to explore how Black/African American student-athletes who have
consistently struggled to meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been identified with
a categorical learning disability, function within these specific spaces.
Research Question
These topics were explored using a case study method. In examining this phenomenon
through case study, the nuanced experiences of selected participants were considered. The unit
of analysis was the players themselves within the context of D1 CFPs, situated in PWIHEs.
Participants included Black/African American college football student-athletes who struggled to
meet normalized standards of learning and/or were identified with a categorical learning
disability.

The objective was to create knowledge from participant experiences and not

necessarily from that of extant literature or researcher positionality in an effort to uncover how
these student-athletes make meaning of their collegiate and life experiences.

The research

question for the study was as follows: How do Black/African American college football studentathletes, who have struggled to meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been
identified with a categorical learning disability, describe their experiences in predominantly
white D1 college football programs?
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Theoretical Framework
Disability critical studies theory (DisCrit) provided help in understanding and analyzing the
participant intersection of disability and racial/ethnic identities. Conner, Ferri, and Annamma
(2016) contend that “DisCrit explores ways in which both race and ability are socially
constructed and interdependent” and that “given the racial gap in graduation, incidents of
discipline, and incarceration rates, along with the vast overrepresentation of students of color in
special education and the lackluster achievement rates within many of these special education
programs”, it is incumbent upon researchers to “critically examine why so many students labeled
with a dis|ability, particularly students of color, are either experiencing failure or being perceived
as failing and on what grounds” (p.13-14). DisCrit provides a medium permitting the researcher
to simultaneously explore issues related to participants as students with dis|abilities while
“colored”. While the setting of PWIHEs is vastly different from P-12 settings, where typical
SPED programs can be observed and critiqued, it is asserted that issues frequently analyzed in P12 settings are mirrored in PWIHE practices.
Tenets of DisCrit are:
1. DisCrit focuses on ways that the forces of racism and ableism circulate interdependently,
often in neutralized and invisible ways, to uphold notions of normalcy.
2. DisCrit values multidimensional identities and troubles singular notions of identity such
as race or dis|ability or class or gender or sexuality, and so on.
3. DisCrit emphasizes the social constructions of race and ability and yet recognizes the
material and psychological impacts of being labeled as raced or dis|abled, which sets one
outside of the western cultural norms.
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4. DisCrit privileges voices of marginalized populations, traditionally not acknowledged
within research.
5. DisCrit considers legal and historical aspects of dis|ability and race and how both have
been used separately and together to deny the rights of some citizens.
6. DisCrit recognizes Whiteness and ability as property and that gains for people labeled
with dis|abilities have largely been made as the result of interest convergence of White,
middle-class citizens.
7. DisCrit requires activism and supports all forms of resistance.
(Conner et al., 2016, p. 19)
Definition of Terms
Race and Ethnicity
Race is a socially constructed term intended to classify individuals and groups based on
skin color (Smedley & Smedley, 2012). Although race is founded on the notion of biological
and genetic differences, this term reflects a very tangible social differentiation in society that
possesses economic, political, and educational ramifications. Furthermore, race is extremely
fluid due to the impact of political agendas (Calmore, 1992 as cited in Parker and Lynn, 2016;
Smedley & Smedley, 2012). Because ethnicity is a derivative of race, it can also be considered a
socially constructed categorization with material evidence. The validation of such classifications
through demonstrative and subversive actions by dominant society has resulted in a record of
violence against certain races and ethnicities throughout U.S. history.
Black, Blackness, and African American
Black is a racial classification, one that dictates a lower class of (U.S.) citizenship
(Smedley & Smedley, 2012). Even in countries that do not suffer from the overwhelming
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presence of the Black/White binary, the darkest of persons within an ethnic category are often
synonymous with the lowest class(es) of people within that ethnic group (Goodnight, 2017).
Blackness, “the property or quality of being Black” (Oxford Dictionary, 2018), applies most
aptly to persons possessing “darker” skin. However, not all persons with darker skin are
classified as Black or owning Blackness. In a way, Blackness both intensifies one’s color and
creates a barrier between persons with darker skin who do and do not identify as Black and,
therefore, do not possess Blackness. Throughout (U.S.) history, Blackness has been reclaimed by
those on whom it was imposed. From the teachings of Marcus Garvey to the Black Panther
Party and into the current era of reinvigorated Black Pride, Blackness has repeatedly risen from
the depths of degradation to a level of pride. Still, in a larger societal context, Blackness is as
much of a figurative disfigurement and dis|ability as it has always been. As a conceptual term,
Blackness does not fit into neat biological or cultural categories but is defined by other
disparaging terms that are synonymous with Blackness even when the term itself is not uttered
(e.g., King, 1995 as cited in Ladson-Billings, 2016).
The term African American refers to U.S. Black citizens who are descendants of persons
from (coastal) African tribes and nations forced into this country through chattel slavery
(Smedley & Smedley, 2012). In the 1980s, the term African American rose out of a political
dissatisfaction with the term Black. Supposedly, the term African American conveys a more
favorable meaning than Black, connoting persons who are U.S. citizens but also possess African
ancestry (Smith, 1992). Within the confines of this study, these terms are used interchangeably
and simultaneously in reflection of the various ways in which researchers have referred to
Black/African American student-athletes within the literature.
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Disability
From a policy lens, disability can be defined “as a person who has a physical or mental
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a history
or record of such an impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such an
impairment” (ADA, 1990). According to IDEA, a child with a disability is one
having mental retardation, a hearing impairment (including deafness), a speech or
language impairment, a visual impairment (including blindness), a serious emotional
disturbance (referred to in this part as "emotional disturbance"), an orthopedic
impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, an other health impairment, a specific
learning disability, deaf-blindness, or multiple disabilities, and who, by reason thereof,
needs special education and related services (IDEA, 2004).
However, within the confines of this study, the researcher does not define disability solely using
the language of ADA or IDEA. Extant literature and statistics indicate that Black/African
American students consistently score lower on standardized tests, possess higher (high school)
dropout rates, enter and graduate from institutions of higher education (IHEs) at lower
percentages, and, in general, experience less economic sustainability than their peers, in
particular, White students (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2017). Within this
study, persons with learning disabilities are defined as individuals who have struggled with
attaining normalized standards of achievement within traditional education systems, whether
identified with a categorical learning disability or not. Special Education (SPED) systems,
including student labeling processes, are ridden with approaches which privilege White students
and disadvantage their Black/African American peers (Ford, 1998; Sleeter, 1987, 1995; Ferri &
Conner, 2005). Is it not that Black/African American students with identifiable learning
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differences do not exist. Rather, the ways in which these educational systems operate, more
specifically, the approaches to and processes for labeling, somewhat trivialize learning disability
categories for these students. In general, students with identified learning disabilities suffer
widely disparate outcomes in comparison to their non-labeled peers (National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), 2017). However, Black/African American students endure
similar outcomes whether labeled or not (NCES, 2017). What is more, because of athletic
prowess, educational stakeholders may overlook students’ academic needs in an effort to
emphasize and nurture such physical ability (Wiggins, 1991).
Dis|ability
The term dis|ability is used as a reference to Black / African American student-athletes
who have struggled to meet normalized standards of learning during their P-12 educational
experiences and/or have been identified with a categorical learning disability. As will be
discussed, the matter of labeling may or may not apply to participants in grades P-12 in relation
to using the term dis/ability, due to the way that this participant population has experienced and
been impacted by consistent difficulty in achieving academic success. Therefore, these students
may or may not be regarded as (learning) disabled by traditional definitions. However, for the
purposes of this research, a formal label does not preclude a participant’s involvement in this
study as dis|ability can take on many forms. For this study, the DisCrit spelling of dis|ability is
adopted in an effort to acknowledge its multiple forms, many of which are not as concrete as
outlined in IDEA and encompass contextual factors that are not readily considered.
Student-Athlete
Student-athletes play intercollegiate sports while pursuing a post-secondary education.
The NCAA defines student-athlete under the category of amateurism, which includes a set of
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guidelines under which “students’ priority remains on obtaining a quality educational experience
and (where) all of student-athletes are competing equitably” (NCAA, 2017).
Marginalization and Minoritization
Goh (2008) describes the margins as a place where “the sovereignty of the state delivers
its message most strongly and the definition of normality is discovered” (p. 93). Normalcy is
most clearly observed in the nonexamples of individuals and groups who do not demonstrate
societally normed behavior. The term margin literally refers to the periphery of an object
(Meriam Webster, 2018). Society, as an object, possesses a border on which select groups of
people exist. Marginalized groups are placed on these edges by dominant society, removing
them from access to “power and capital” (Goh, 2008, p. 87). The economic, educational, social,
and political limitations that exist in marginal spaces are great and adversely affect individuals
and groups who reside in such spaces. Minoritization refers to a state of insignificance. “Minor”
in itself means “below, lesser in importance, seriousness or significance” (Oxford Dictionary,
2017). Select racial and ethnic groups have been historically classified as minorities due to these
groups being smaller in numbers. However, the term minority takes on a qualitative
characteristic that transcends the quantitative increases of minoritized populations, making them
insignificant in ways that cannot be statistically undone. In this study, these terms are used in
reference to Black/African American student-athletes with dis|abilities. To be sure, opponents of
this argument may assert that classifying every member of a selected group as
marginalized/minoritized is far-reaching. However, in considering the application of these
terms, readers are urged to examine the holistic marginalization and minoritization of
Black/African American student-athletes with dis|abilities from a historical perspective, one
rooted in statistical data and recorded experiences.
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Summary
The establishment of NCAA policies and procedures that ensure safety, attention to
scholarship, and fair entrance requirements for students has been a point of contention practically
since the organization’s inception. Because one can only play intercollegiate sports while
enrolled in an IHE, the matter of eligibility is particularly impactful for students who may not
possess preliminary academic requirements. As in P-12 grades, specific groups of students
consistently demonstrate less than proficient learning outcomes and are disproportionately
impacted by the NCAA’s eligibility requirements, namely student-athletes with learning
disabilities and Black/African American student-athletes. What is more, these groups are often
one in the same. Unfortunately, this same group of athletes are integral to the success of college
football. Nothing illustrates this point more than the integration of D1 PWIHE CFPs.
In regulating and monitoring the progress of student-athletes, the NCAA touts a steady
improvement in scholarship for Black/African American student-athletes. However, a closer
examination of NCAA data reveals an ever-widening gap between Black/African American
student-athletes and their White peers. This study examined the experiences of this participant
group in an effort to explore the dimensionality and lived experiences of these student-athletes
within their specific contexts. Disability critical studies (DisCrit) was used as a primary
framework while using the researcher’s conceptual framework to outline the literature review
and perhaps assess how these experiences relate to a larger contextual phenomenon.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review
As stated in chapter 1, the issues presented in this study are viewed as part of a larger set
of historically contextual circumstances and as mimicking larger white supremacist structures.
Through reading, this researcher developed a conceptual sequence for how we, as a society, have
arrived in a place where the consideration of such topics is even necessary. Extant literature
exposes a cyclical systematic process that contributes to inequitable outcomes for specific
populations in society while advantaging others. While there are many components to this
expansive system, this study begins with the consideration of special education’s inception,
residential segregation, lack of teacher diversity, and vacant culturally responsive practices in the
classroom. These elements have far reaching consequences, particularly through the fencing off
of opportunity to equitably robust learning experiences for students. Denton (1996) notes that
residential segregation contributes to school segregation, impacting the likelihood of disparate
educational experiences between populations of students. The same is true when examining the
lack of diversity in the teaching workforce as well as the absence of culturally responsive
practices on a large scale. A resulting consequence is the extremely divergent achievement rates
between Black/African American students and their White counterparts. This also includes the
disproportionate numbers of Black males in SPED programs (Collins, Conner, Ferri, Gallagher,
& Samson, 2015). Such academic difficulties, including the labeling of students is known to
decrease educational opportunities (e.g., post-secondary educational opportunities) (Sullivan &
Bal, 2013). As opportunities decrease for students, in particular, Black/African American males,
alternative options for success take on greater meaning. The alternative option under
15

consideration in this study is sports, in particular, college football. These cyclical circumstances
lead to a converging of race/ethnicity and learning disability as it pertains to Black/African
American football student-athletes who have experienced academic difficulty in P-12
educational settings and/or have been identified with a categorical learning disability.
The Progress of Special Education
Winzer (1993) provides a thorough account of special education’s inception. In the early
16th century, SPED began with a strict medical model where persons who were deemed mentally
or physically unfit were secluded from the whole of society. The medical sciences perceived
disability as a disease and characterized it as such. Individuals with disabilities were thought of
as a sub-human contaminated species. Evangelicals did not help the cause of equitable treatment
for these individuals, as they also preached such notions of contamination. The view of serving
children and adults with specific needs from a medically deficit model lens persists today.
According to Winzer (1993), as immigration and industrialization began to take form, the
ideas that separated persons with disabilities from others became solidified. Notions of disability
became tied to the inferiority of the poor, immigrant, and, at times, non-Christian. Authorities,
largely dominated by Protestant/Christian ideals and standards, conceived formal education as a
way to salvation, a way to normalize persons within society. It was also during the late 18th and
19th centuries that the idea of institutionalization began to take shape. No longer were children
and persons with disabilities left to their own “vices”. They were institutionalized, often with
state support. Schools were created to serve specific conditions but varied by standards of
treatment. The cruelest of treatment could often be observed in facilities for the emotionally
disturbed, feebleminded, and imbecile, those thought to cause disruption in society. Often times,
these persons were sent to industrial schools and forced to labor for the increased industrial
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agendas of the New America. Winzer (1993) describes these efforts as the mass “policing of the
underclass” through the guise of disability. During this time, society created more defined
institutions as well (e.g., The Massachusetts Normal School, 1839; The National Deaf Mute
College, 1884).
Winzer (1993) further notes that the 19th century also brought about a rise in the so-called
study of intelligence and behaviorism. Investigations of brain functions and its impact on ability
and intelligence emerged. With these investigations, dangerous premises arose that further
dis|abled persons with nontraditional learning and environmental needs. For example, Francis
Galton used Darwinian ideals to establish the ideas of Eugenics, further relegating disabled
persons to specimen-like levels. Furthermore, Alfred Binet spawned the notion of the
intelligence quotient (IQ), coined by William Stern. Throughout such efforts, leaders in these
movements wove a thread of morality, a way to “Make America Great” by separating individuals
according to ability and intelligence, based upon contrived notions of disability and
unintelligence. Medical approaches laced with biblical/moral fibers represented a movement to
cleanse society of deviants and defectives.
These movements did not account for the great disparities in levels of knowledge access,
environmental differences, and overall socio-political divides. At its birth, disability was
founded upon science that correlated with dominant society’s agenda of separation, particularly
the separation of immigrants, based upon the rhetoric of disease, criminality, idiocy, and the like
(Winzer, 1993). From the onset, while objectively categorized disabilities such as deafness and
blindness progressed in educational development, murkier disability labels (e.g., learning
disabilities) found themselves attached to persons in society that were ab-normalized because
they were not Anglo-White, Christian, or economically privileged (Winzer, 1993). The creation
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of disability and special education created an aftermath where children and persons with
disabilities were frequently marked with societal fear and incapability, particularly in categories
related to mental retardation, feeblemindedness, idiocy, etc. (Winzer, 1993). The notion of
objective science in the creation of disability had been marked with underlying themes of
subjectivity toward the fulfillment of dominant society’s agenda of building an American elite
suited for the White elite - the normal (Winzer, 1993). This establishment combined with the
mandate of compulsory schooling created a situation ripe for ultimate control and separatist
efforts, justified through the use of disability.
During the 1950s and 60s, a surge in legislation created more funding opportunities
related to education, a spurring of progressive education in the post WWII era, including
legislation and funding for exceptional children. In 1963, Samuel Kirk coined the term learning
disability, a major linchpin in modern concepts of special education. Winzer (1993) mentions
that Brown v. Board of Education Topeka, Kansas (347 U.S. 483 1954) was an important factor
in the reconceptualization of special education funding and practices. In many ways, Brown v.
Board served as the impetus for PL 94-142, The Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(Blanchett, 2005; Ferri & Conner, 2005; Shealey, Lue, Brooks, & McCray, 2005; Skiba,
Simmons, Ritter, Gibb, Rausch, Cuardrado, & Chung, 2008). The Education for All
Handicapped Children Act, now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), instituted the mandate of free and appropriate education (FAPE) for all students with
disabilities and mandated funding toward the education of exceptional students (Martin, 2013).
The reauthorization of IDEA (2004) instituted equal protection under the Bill of Rights, provided
parents with participation in decision-making for their children, solidified the use of individual
education plans (IEPs), included the consideration and use of least restrictive environment
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(LRE), and included children ages 3-5 and 18-21 (who were still enrolled in P-12 education
programs) (Martin, 2013).
What Winzer, a primary source, does not explain is how Brown v. Board of Education
permanently shifted the focus of special education practices. In correspondence with Brown v.
Board and the fear that ensued due to threat of integration (Ford & Russo, 2016), targets shifted.
In the 17th – 19th century, dominant society focused on the separation of individuals based on
disability justification, these individuals being predominantly immigrant and poor, specifically in
categories of disability where definitions could be loosely altered to fit larger social agendas
(Winzer, 1993). When Brown v. Board of Education demanded the integration of Black and
White students in schoolhouses across the country, the focus of special education identification
and usage morphed to fit the unchanging agenda of dominant society, an agenda that privileged
White persons, particularly White middle and upper-class students and families. Before Brown
v. Board, Black children were not of particular threat to white supremacy because of the wide
geographical chasm between the two. Brown sought to eliminate this and, therefore, forced a
shift in focus. Segregation in integrated schools was now put under the guise of normality /
ability and whiteness in much the same way as it had been for other ostracized U.S. citizens in
previous centuries. However, like Bacon’s Rebellion, individuals working through ideologies,
agendas, and systems of white supremacy turned their attention toward an impending threat of
Black children in White schools, rallying other formerly excluded groups under the wings of
Whiteness for the prevention of larger dangers ahead. Dunn (1968) exposes the racist motives
and implications of special education identification and labeling practices in his seminal piece,
Special Education for the Mildly Retarded: Is Much of It Justifiable? He asserts that labeling
only serves to separate students along ethno-racial boundaries. Sleeter (1986, 1987) takes up this
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notion with a motive and historical timeline of inequitable labeling practices. Sleeter asserts that
identification and labeling practices spawned from a need to keep Black/African American, and
other students of color, and White students separated in tandem with the political agenda of the
time. As the U.S. needed to maintain its global superiority, particularly over the Soviet Union’s
Sputnik success, educational stakeholders who were set on maintaining the country’s intellectual
stronghold needed a way to sustain White intellectual supremacy both nationally and globally.
The strategic categorization of students, using the term learning disabled provided a way for
White students to be labeled under less of a student deficit terminology and receive instruction
that would, hopefully, keep the U.S.’s intellectual status intact, while ensuring that Black/African
American students did not receive the same educational benefits and remained in educationally
and societally lesser positions.
Concerns related to “Negro” and White students, largely in the South, were not the only
desegregation wars raging in the country. Where there were students of Hispanic and Indigenous
origin, disproportionate labeling practices and SPED enrollment were evident (Artiles, Rueda,
Salazar, Higareda, 2002; De Valenzuela, Copeland, & Huaqing, 2006; Gartner & Lipsky, 1987;
Gifford & Valdez, 2006; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Gallina, Simons, & Azziz, 2006). Scholars
have clearly posited that issues pertaining to SPED practices persist for ethno-racially
marginalized students of color, especially students of African, Spanish, and Indigenous ancestry.
Ladson-Billings (2014) stated that ‘our job as researchers is to examine the success of
students who have been the least successful’. In so doing, we will reveal necessary pedagogical
principles that will apply to all students. If we focus on those who are advantaged in our
educational systems it is likely we will not find what is needed to assist those who are most
DISadvantaged by these systems. However, when we study in the reverse order, again, we are
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likely to service all students. Further support for this focus is provided through scholarly work.
Scholars have chronicled the legacy of the disproportionate representation of Black/African
American students. There is a specific history of the disproportionate representation of
Black/African American students in disability categories (McLauglin, Dyson, Nagle, Thurlow,
Rouse, Hardman, Norwhich, Burke, & Perlin, 2006), particularly in specified disability
categories (e.g., high incidence categories which includes that of learning disability) (Blanchett,
2010; Hibel, Farkas, & Morgan, 2010). More specifically, issues persist related to the
assessment, identification, and labeling of Black students in special education systems (Council
for Children with Behavior Disorders (CCBD), 2013; Molett, 2013, Skiba et al., 2008;
McLaughlin et al., 2008). Such issues support the necessity of IDEA amendments related to
disproportionality, issues which have long-been points of legal contention. Before the recently
cited research, issues related to disproportionate representation in SPED were being taken up in
courts of law. In Hobson v. Hansen, 269 F. Supp. 401 (D.D.C. 1967), plaintiffs challenged the
tracking of Black students based on assessments that were deemed to be biased. In Diana v.
State Board of Education (1970), plaintiffs challenged the conducting of tests in a student’s nonnative language, creating the overrepresentation of Mexican-American students as mentally
retarded. In Larry P. v. Riles (1979) plaintiffs challenged the use of IQ tests as a sole
determinant for special education labeling and placement for Black/African American students.
These cases represent the impetus for attention given to disproportionate representation in IDEA.
Recent IDEA statutes include regulations regarding (a) a standard approach toward disability
identification and placement, (b) a focus on discipline practices (c) assessing root causes of
disproportionality and (d) providing support to districts to make necessary improvements (U.S.
Department of Education, 2018).
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Residential Segregation and School Segregation
To be sure, school segregation and the preponderance of poverty and lack of resources
that occurs within some schools as a result is not, in and of itself, a direct link to or the sole cause
of the lower achievement and special education of Black/African American students and males
in particular (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Renae Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005).
However, the ways in which residential and, its counterpart, school segregation work together to
tighten the pipeline of success is certain and, unlike what is commonly believed, residential
segregation has not always been present, is not natural, and has not been remediated by the
outlawing of housing discrimination (Denton, 1996).
“School segregation and residential segregation are inextricably intertwined” (Denton,
1996, p. 795; supported by Frankenberg, 2013; Rivkin, 1994). Therefore, as Denton (1996, p.
795) notes, “it is appropriate, then, to examine the status of residential segregation as a prelude
to…school segregation”. During Post-World War II and with the explicit policy of the Housing
Act of 1949 (Julian & Daniel, 1989), the federal government subsidized the relocation of White
citizens into suburbs, but did not afford its Black citizens the same opportunity. What is more,
builders received loan guarantees based on the assurance that these companies would not sell to
Black individuals and families (Rothstein, 2015). The federal housing administration (FHA)
refused to secure mortgage loans for African American applicants in white neighborhoods
(Rothstein, 2015). In the wake of the striking down of state sponsored school segregation, via
Brown v. Board of Education, renewal policies created the decimation of local “niggertowns”
(Schwartz, 1976) through highway construction (Denton, 1996), giving credence to the notion
that the ‘original basis for neighborhood segregation was state-sponsored and state-approved’
(Denton, 1996, p. 812).
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The Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned discrimination in public accommodations,
supported the integration of schools, outlawed discrimination involving federal funds, and
forbade discrimination in employment. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 attacked voting
discrimination against Black citizens. Finally, The Civil Rights Act of 1968 banned racial
discrimination in the sale of rental of housing. Unfortunately, such laws did not end residential
segregation policies and practices. For example, states allowed real estate agents to continue
racial discrimination although states would punish such agents for other varying infractions
(Rothstein, 2015). Other common practices included the forcible eviction by mobs and
“officially sanctioned use of policy power” (Rothstein, 2015), urban renewal programs that
steered Black persons from important resources (e.g., hospitals and business districts) (Hirsch,
2000), the use of homeowners associations to prevent residential integration (Power, 1986;
2004), and the extension of tax exemptions of churches and other institutions that practiced racial
discrimination (Hirsch, 1998; Plotkin, 1999).
It is important to note that issues of residential segregation did not only affect
Black/African American citizens. However, scholars point out that “neighborhoods are…more
than places to live…they can also be very important in determining a person’s possibilities for
employment and wealth accumulation” among other factors (Denton, 1996, p. 810). This point
is especially significant as we consider that, while residential discrimination has been especially
prevalent in communities of color, in particular amongst Asian and Hispanic citizens, residential
interaction with White communities, levels of past and present “hypersegregation” have
manifested more significantly between Black/African American and White communities
(Denton, 1996; Frankenberg, 2013; Galster & Carr, 1991; Massey & Denton, 1987; Frankenberg,
2013). As of 2010, the median income for Black/African American families was 61% of the
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median income of White families and only 5% of family wealth accumulation in comparison to
the wealth accumulated by White families. Unfortunately, increases in wealth accumulation
have not impacted the segregation of African American communities in the way that it has
Hispanic and Asian communities (Denton, 1996; Massey & Denton, 1987). Clearly,
Black/African American families who do reach middle class status still do not attain the same
educational, economic, and social heights as White middle class families (Rothstein, 2015).
Overall, the ways in which inequitable housing policies have persisted has not allowed African
American families and communities to gain needed economic capital (King, 1995), nor to
“translate their social capital accumulations into spatial location as well as other groups”
(Denton, 1996). Such “patterns of segregation speak to the meaning of race in American
society…the fundamental cleavage” existing between races (Massey & Denton, 1987; Rivkin,
2015).
As it relates to schooling specifically, the number of Black/African American
students attending schools that are mostly populated by students of color increased from 19912011 and the number of Black/African American students attending schools classified as “low
income” increased from 1988-2006 (Rothstein, 2015). What is more, African American youth
are 10 times more likely to live in segregated poor neighborhoods as compared to their White
counterparts. Academic gains are hard to achieve within such isolated environments for all
students and as societal disadvantages compound, the average achievement between students
dealing with these issues and those who are not widens (Rivkin, 1994; Rothstein, 2015). As an
example, Sharkey notes the impact of living in resource-weakened neighborhoods, stating that
children experience difficulties equaling a lag of 2-4 years in schooling. Overall, “segregated
minority schools do not offer the same opportunities as do more integrated schools” (Rivkin,
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2013). Researchers differ on the intersection and impact of poverty and race and how it impacts
disproportionate representation in special education (Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, & Maczuga,
2017; Oswald, Coutinho, Best, & Singh, 1999; Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, Mattison, Maczuga,
Li, & Cook, 2015; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005).
Although “there is a great deal to unpack in the logic of equating race and poverty to explain
racial disparities in special education,” it is safe to say that poverty does account for, at least, a
small proportion of minority disproportionality in special education (Skiba et al., 2005). Some
researchers would argue that it accounts for much more than a small percentage (Morgan et al.,
2015, 2017; Oswald et al., 1999).
Diversity, the Teaching Workforce, and Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices
At the turn of the 20th century, approximately 54% of the country’s White children, ages
5-19 were enrolled in schools, in contrast to approximately 30% of students classified as “Black
and other races” (Snyder, 1993). By the mid-20th century, the percentage of White students
enrolled in school had increased to almost 80%. However, the 23-point gap between White
student enrollment and “Black and other races” had decreased from 23 to 7 points by 1940
(Snyder, 1993). By the 1980s the percentage difference among White students and students
classified as “Black and other races”, between the ages of 5 and 19, was virtually indeterminable
(Snyder, 1993). In 2000, 61.2% of total publicly enrolled students were counted as White, with
38.9% of students accounting for other racial/ethnic recorded students (Digest of Education
Statistics, 2016) and the year 2014 represented the first time in U.S. history that “the percentage
of students enrolled in public elementary and secondary schools who were White was “less than
50 percent” (Carr, 2017).

25

Evidence of current cultural swings extends beyond racial / ethnic categories. Like the
evolution of school inclusion for Black and Brown children, school participation rates are ever
increasing amongst other categories of diverse student groups of students. Historically, teachers,
students, and families who subscribe to mainstream normative Christianity have dominated U.S.
classrooms. Consequently, the values of normalized Christian beliefs have resulted in an extreme
emphasis on heteronormativity in schools (Chesir-Teran, 2003). Detailed statistical data
regarding the sexual identity of our nation’s students is not currently available. However, the
Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) included questions related specifically to
sexual orientation in its 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Survey, providing some of the nation’s first
statistical data on LGBTQIA student populations. Some 1.8 million or 8% of U.S. high school
students reported as gay, lesbian, or bisexual (CDC, 2016). Likewise, the dependence on
normalized Christian beliefs has bent instructional practices (Marks, Binkley, & Daley, 2014)
toward such beliefs at the expense of students who do not identify with normative Christian
beliefs and practices (Subedi, 2006). Such practices are problematic because as religious
diversity has increased among U.S. citizens, so has the religious diversity among its students
(Anti-defamation League (ADL), 2012). In part, the lack of statistical data available on the
religious composition of students demonstrates the paucity of information and attention given to
student diversity in this category. Currently, the only data regarding religious categorization of
students relates to private school enrollment (NCES, 2018).
Groups that were formerly in the statistical majority are quickly becoming the statistical
minority. Even in areas of diversity where a statistical reversal has not occurred, scholars
advocate for attention to populations of students who represent new beliefs, practices, and, most
importantly, necessary instructional change in schools (ADL, 2012; Cerezo & Bergfeld, 2013;
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Clark, 2010; Subedi, 2006; Trent, Kea, & Oh, 2008). However, providing students with
equitable teaching that accounts for, embraces, and intertwines variant cultural characteristics is
a daunting task. While these factors are not solely responsible, the lack of culturally responsive
teaching practices can be attributed to the prevalence of White teachers, who typically lack
cultural competency and understanding, in comparison to the increasing diversity of student
populations (Boser, 2011; Dilworth, 1992; Sleeter, 2001, 2008; Villegas & Lucas, 2002) as well
as the subscription to normalized and limited racial, ethnic, religious and gender-conforming
practices (Clark, 2010; Subedi, 2006). For the past twenty-five years or more, White teachers
have comprised more than 85% of the teaching population (United States Department of
Education (ED), 2016), with no less than 75% classified as female (NCES, 2018). Because the
U.S. teaching force is heavily populated by White, female, heterosexual, and/or normatively
Christian educators, the statistical increase of diverse student populations has not, on its own,
altered the structure of educational systems. While students represent a level of diversity not
formerly seen in this country, the remaining and varying disproportionality among the teaching
workforce supports the persistence of current systems and practices that affect all students. As
Delpit (1988) states, “to provide schooling for everyone’s children that reflects” normative
“values and aspirations is to ensure that the culture of power remains in the hands of those who
already have it” (p. 285). Most specifically, researchers have documented how such cultural
divergence has contributed to disproportionate representation in special education categories
(Blanchett, Mumford, & Beachum, 2005; Sleeter, 2008). As Blanchett et al. (2005) state, it is
“not to say that all students of color are mislabeled or misused by the (special education)
‘system’, but these situations are more common than one might expect” (p. 75).
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One of the methods for closing the gap of cultural variance between the teaching force
and students is the use of culturally responsive practices. While culturally responsive teaching
(CRT) has been defined in various ways, Gay’s 2000 definition provides an originally
comprehensive definition of CRT: “Culturally responsive teaching can be defined as using the
cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically
diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” (p. 29).
Ladson Billings (1995) coined the term culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) and defined it as a
theoretical model that addresses student achievement and ensures that students “accept and
affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that
schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (p. 469). CRP encompasses three critical
underpinnings: the conceptions of self and others held by culturally relevant teachers, the
manner in which social relations are structured by culturally relevant teachers, and the
conceptions of knowledge held by culturally relevant teachers (Ladson-Billings, p. 478). While
Gay’s CRT emphasizes the practice of teaching and Ladson-Billing’s CRP foregrounds teacher
“posture and paradigm” (Aronson & Laughter, 2016, p. 163), both models unequivocally stress
social justice frameworks for teaching as a means for combating inequities in and out of the
classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
More recently, Paris (2012) coined the term culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP), which
“requires that [our] pedagogies be more than responsive of, or relevant to, the cultural
experiences of and practices of young people” (Paris, 2012, p. 95), but that teaching must be
presented in a fashion that supports the cultural and linguistic competence of one’s origin while
providing a basis for the understanding of cultures outside one’s personal framework. According
to the CSP framework, teachers must learn how to extend themselves beyond relevance and
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responsiveness. Furthermore, Aronson and Laughter (2016) merge the ideas of relevance /
responsiveness and pedagogy / teaching into a culturally relevant education (CRE) framework.
In so doing, Aronson and Laughter (2016) describe differences between CRT and CRP while
highlighting the fundamental connections that intertwine these models in the work of just and
equitable teaching practices. Dover (2013) terms this intermingling as culturally responsive
education (CRE), a place where “critical pedagogy’s … sociopolitical consciousness” and
“multicultural education’s .... culturally diverse content” meet to alter teaching, education, and
social systems (p. 5).
The National Collegiate Athletic Association
As mentioned in the introduction, college sports initially gave no credence to the
academic needs of students, thus giving rise to the NCAA (Gatemen, 2011). Currently, the
NCAA is still the “most well-known governing organization in college athletics” (Gatemen,
2011, p. 520) with university membership including just over 1,000 institutions (Denbo, 2003;
Gatemen, 2011; Weston, 1999). Gatemen (2011) further describes the makeup of the NCAA.
The structure of the NCAA includes various presidential committees as well as a host of other
committees that oversee a wide range of issues. The NCAA has a constitution, bylaws, and
administrative bylaws and most legislative decisions are made at the NCAA’s national
convention (Gatemen, 2011). Both the Legislative Services department and the Enforcement and
Eligibility Appeals department deal with matters of “rule interpretation and violation” (Gatemen,
2011, p. 522). While the “Legislative Services department interprets the rules for a member
institution”, “the Enforcement and Eligibility Appeals department investigates the potential rules
violations of member institutions” and ‘restores eligibility for student athletes’ (Gatemen, 2011,
p. 522). The NCAA also determines division status “so that the Association can better address
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the particular concerns of various schools” (p. 523). Institutions decide which division to join
based upon “enrollment size, athletic budget, and fan support” (Gatemen, 2011, p. 523).
Additionally, institutions elect to join competitive conferences within the divisions (Gatemen,
2011). While the NCAA governs divisions and the conferences within, in an effort to ensure that
they adhere to NCAA mandates, these conferences are responsible for ‘policing admissions
requirements, providing a fair competitive process for each member institution, sharing revenues,
and negotiating television broadcast contracts” (p. 523). What’s more, ‘each division governs its
own standards’, including the granting of scholarships (Gatemen, 2011, p. 523). According to
scholarshipstats.com (2018), NCAA’s D1 category far surpasses any other any other division in
the dispersing of scholarships. D1 conferences also produce more revenue than any other
division. These facts are significant to this study as its focus is on athletes who play for D1
football programs. Because of the number of scholarships provided and the drastically high
amounts of profit earned in comparison with other divisions, D1 most aptly illustrates the
phenomenon in question.
Contractual Obligation. As a “member-led organization dedicated to the well-being and
lifelong success of college athletes” (NCAA, 2017), the NCAA seeks to “govern competition in
a fair, safe, and equitable and sportsmanlike manner, and to integrate intercollegiate athletics into
higher education so that the educational experience of the student-athlete is paramount”
(Gatemen, 2011, p. 521). Throughout the progression of college football, rules and regulations
have increased to maintain the integrity of institutional programs, create continuity among
college programs, and honor this mission statement as presented in the aforementioned quotation
(Gatemen, 2011). This is incredibly significant considering the substantial amount of money
used for scholarships, nearly $3 billion “in athletic scholarships every year” (NCAA, 2017).
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Such regulations include eligibility requirements, the National Letter of Intent (NLI), and the
provision of athletic scholarships. To attain D1 academic eligibility, a student must complete 16
NCAA specified core courses, including 10 before the seventh semester of high school; earn at
least a 2.3 grade point average (GPA) in these core courses; and earn a Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) combined score or ACT (formerly named American College Testing) sum score on “the
Division 1 sliding scale” (NCAA, 2017). The NCAA also includes eligibility options for
prospective student-athletes who do not meet requirements in their first year of college (NCAA,
2017). Eligibility is a primary concern, as athletes cannot play if they do not meet academic
qualifications. The NLI serves as a contract between student and institution (Donner, 2005;
Grant, 2002-2003). This document ensures that the prospective athlete receives an academic
scholarship for their athletic participation (Donner, 2005). Upon signing this document, the
prospective athlete is subject to penalty for not adhering to the contract, including the loss of a
season of eligibility (NLI, 2016). Additionally, once an athlete signs the NLI, other NLI
institutions must cease recruitment of that player (NLI, 2016).
Other Significant Regulations. Before 1965, the NCAA member institutions were
responsible for eligibility requirements (Denbo, 2003). However, in 1965, the NCAA replaced
this standard with high school record and standardized test score mandates that would “predict” a
1.6 GPA during students’ first year of college (Denbo, 2003, Gatemen, 2011). In 1973, the
NCAA replaced this rule with a minimum GPA requirement of 2.0 but because this GPA only
rule was not well received by critics who thought that standards should include a standardized
test score. Proposition 48 (1986) established new requirements that included “both GPA and
standardized test score components” (Denbo, 2003, p. 157, Gatemen, 2011). This proposition
raised concerns regarding the effect of such requirements on “minority low-income students”
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(Denbo, 2003, p. 157), especially Black/African American students (Gatemen, 2011).
Proposition 42, which tightened academic requirements for athletes, specifically through the
elimination of scholarships for partial qualifiers, was instituted in response to the claim that
Proposition 48 was not stringent enough. However, this proposition was abandoned because of
its severe inflexibility (Gatemen, 2011). In response to the criticism of 48, the NCAA eventually
instituted Proposition 16 (1996), designed to allow more flexibility for eligibility (Gatemen,
2011). Proposition 16 increased the high school course requirement from eleven to thirteen and
instituted an “initial-eligibility index” or “sliding scale” which allowed for variance within GPA
and standardized test scores (Denbo, 2003; Gatemen, 2011; Walker, 2004-2005). Unfortunately,
Proposition 16 impacts African American student-athletes as much as Proposition 48. All
potential student-athletes must register with the NCAA’s Clearinghouse (Denbo, 2003; Weston,
1999). The Clearinghouse ultimately determines the eligibility status of student-athletes and
classifies their qualification status (Denbo, 2003). Notably and as will be discussed later, the
aforementioned regulations have also significantly impacted student-athletes with learning
disabilities (Denbo, 2003).
Football and the Black/African American Student-Athlete
Academic Concerns. For over 30 years, inconsistencies in academic areas, related to
student athletes, has been a topic of concern for scholars. The 80s revealed significantly lower
scores for Black/African American football student-athletes for both standardized assessments
and overall GPAs (Benson, 2000). The following decades indicate continued issues in the area
of academic success and graduation rates for Black/African American student-athletes. In the
mid-90s, while 57% of White players graduated in six years, only 36% of (Black) African
American players graduated within this time frame (Siegel, 1994 as cited in Benson 2000). In
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the late 90s, graduation rates included 57% for all student athletes with 42% for Black/African
American male football players (NCAA, 1999 as cited in Benson 2000). As of 2006, 49% of
Black/African American football players graduated, in comparison to 62% of their White
teammates (NCAA, 2006 as cited in Beamon, 2008).
While D1 football includes some Historically Black Colleges and Universities, these
schools do not typically earn large amounts of revenue from their football programs (Berkowitz
et al., 2017). Additionally, these football programs do not recruit the highest performing studentathletes, nor are a significant number of athletes from these institutions currently drafted to the
NFL (The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2012). According to Forbes (Smith, 2017), the
SEC led the “Most Valuable Conferences of 2016” with $90 million more than any other
conference. While these numbers include revenue from “football playoff and bowl payouts,
NCAA basketball tournament prize money and media rights deals” (Smith, 2016), the revenue
earned from football is the highest producer among these categories. Smith (2016) notes that it
was the institution of the College Football Playoffs that helped secure the SEC’s position as the
number one revenue producer. Safe to say that without the commitment and talent of its players,
these conferences would not be able to maintain such high revenue since it is the players that are
proportionately responsible for the wins of these teams.
Graduation rates have increased for Black/African American athletes and, as expected,
the NCAA touts overall increased graduation rates as an indication of significant progress for
Black/African American student athletes and student athletes in general (NCAA, 2017).
However, further statistical research reveals an alternate narrative. Southall, Nagel, Wallace, and
Sexton’s 2016 Adjusted Graduation Gap Report: NCAA FBS Football demonstrates that, while
the overall graduation rate of student athletes (over 80%), including Black/African American
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student-athletes (over 70%), is at an all-time high, severe disparities still exist for Black/African
American football student athletes (NCAA, 2017). In a 2011 interview, Southall explained that
there are significant differences between the Graduation Success Rate (GSR) and the Federal
Graduation Rate (FGR), contending that some of the NCAA’s aggregation techniques skew data
in favor of the organization and the institutions it supports (Steinbach, 2011), including grouping
all athletic groups together and the use of GSR rather than FGR (Southall et al., 2016; Steinbach,
2011). Researchers also assert that, when considering the positivity of graduation rate increases,
other factors must be evaluated, in particular, the rigor and fidelity of the educational programs
in which student-athletes are enrolled (Singer, 2005; Steinbach, 2011) as well as the clustering of
athletes into specific areas of study (Donner, 2005; Person & LeNoir, 1997; Steinbach, 2011).
Southall et al. (2016) report the Adjusted Graduation Gap (AGG) in an effort to “address FGR
and GSR limitations” (p. 3). Southall et al. (2016) also support the examination of student
athlete graduation data using comparisons with only full-time students as opposed to the
NCAA’s overall comparisons, which include part time students. The disparate outcomes
between Black/African American and White football student-athletes is disconcerting at best,
with the SEC, which is also the highest conference revenue producer, leading the way in
disparate outcomes with a 21.5 % differential. The following table represents recent AGG rates
for the top five conferences in the NCAA:
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Table 1
2016 Football Bowl Sub-Division (FBS) “Power 5” and “Group of 5” AGGs
2016 Conference
B + W Mean
Black Mean
White Mean
Atlantic Coast (ACC)
-18.4
-22.3
-7.8
Big 12
-13.5
-21.4
0.8
Big Ten
-20.9
-29.9
-8.9
PAC - 12
-21.5
-27.8
-7.7
Southeastern (SEC)
-17.7
-23.5
-2.0
Average
-18.4
-25.2
-5.1
CSRI, 2016
As this table indicates, the graduation rates for Black/African American FBS athletes in the top
five conferences, in comparison to all full-time students within the universities in that
conference, is in all cases, drastically lower than that of their White counterparts. Therefore,
while the NCAA touts an increase in graduation rates among athletes, the disparity between
Black/African American and White CFP student-athletes’ graduation rates is stark to say the
least. Although high school graduation rates have increased, these data mimic historical and
present graduation disparities between Black/African American and White students, with
Black/African-American student graduation rates lagging behind all other ethno-racial categories
other than “American Indian/Alaskan Native” (Heckman & LaFontaine, 2010; NCES, 2018).
Furthermore, these data also mimic graduation rates between Black/African American and White
students in postsecondary education (NCES, 2017).
Conflict Between Institutions and Players. Conflict theory, as generated by Karl Marx,
includes the position that social organizations, including educational systems, promote social
stratifications of people and, with these divides, the unequal dissemination of power (Omer &
Jabeen, 2016). Omer and Jabeen (2016) state that upper echelons of classes oversee social
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organizations while economically and socially lesser groups contribute to organizations through
desired goods. Such dynamics produce conflict as the need to maintain systems and classes by
the dominant group supersedes equality or equity for disenfranchised groups. Marxist notions of
conflict theory support the concept that capitalism persists through these systems that conflict
between economic classes of people and produce societal changes (Simon, 2016). “Conflict
theory impels us to recognize that every dimension of social structure can be conceptualized in
terms of winners and losers, and social conflict often causes disastrous and tragic consequences
for the losers in the social struggle” (Simon, 2016, p. 2).
The existence of prominent college football programs precludes equality between players
and organizations, establishing such “winners and losers”. The 1852 rowing matchup between
Harvard and Yale created a precedent for intercollegiate competition (Beamon, 2008). Since the
19th century, intercollegiate sports competitions have evolved into major revenue producing
mechanisms, frequently producing enough money to “financially underwrite the non-revenueproducing athletic sports such as crew, swimming, tennis and golf” (Donner, 2005, p. 48). The
need to maintain the superiority of high-revenue producing teams is paramount, diminishing
emphasis on academic success. A review of court cases and legal issues related to the breaking
of academic regulations supports the notion of general conflict between involved parties.
In Taylor vs. Wake Forest University (1967), Taylor contended that Wake Forest was in
breach of contract because football practices directly obstructed his academic progress. Because
of Taylor’s declining GPA, he removed himself from the football team, thereby terminating his
athletic scholarship. After graduating, Taylor sued the university for wrongful termination of
scholarship, contending that the university orally agreed to make allowances for lesser athletic
participation should it interfere with the achievement and/or maintenance of academic progress
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(Donner, 2005). Likewise, in Ross vs. Creighton University (1992), Ross asserted the institution
in question failed to uphold its “implied duty” and “moral obligation” to provide a basic standard
of education for its student-athletes (Donner, 2005, p. 56). Although neither court ruled in favor
of the plaintiff, these cases illustrate the conflict between football programs and academic
pursuits. Neither student-athlete received adequate educational experiences and attributed this
loss, in some regard, to their football organization’s and overall institution’s focus on athletic
goals and outcomes. Furthermore, Proposition 16 has spurred race-based litigation, alleging
continued discriminatory practices within the NCAA (Gatemen, 2011). In Cureton vs. National
Collegiate Athletic Association (1997), plaintiffs contended that Proposition 16 discriminated
against African American student-athletes due to the emphasis on standardized testing. The
plaintiffs were ranked twenty-seventh and fifth respectively but retained no scholarship offers
due to their inability to achieve a specified standardized test score. Despite a favorable ruling
from the district court, the Third Circuit did not rule as such. In Pryor vs. National Collegiate
Athletic Association (2001), plaintiffs argued based upon the same notion of Cureton. However,
the plaintiffs also asserted intentional discrimination on the part of the NCAA. In this case,
however, the Third Circuit ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, agreeing with their stance on
intentional discrimination by the NCAA. This decision resulted in the aforementioned
Clearinghouse, now known as the NCAA Eligibility Center.
Not only have these conflicts manifested themselves legally, problems with program
eligibility compliance persist. The NCAA has instituted policies to better ensure academic
progress and fidelity. For example, the NCAA’s Division One Board of Directors approved a
plan to “penalize teams” for the attrition of student-athletes (Suggs, 2005). The Academic
Progress Rate (APR), originally instituted in 2003, is used to determine the maintenance of

37

academic progress amongst programs as well as scholarship allowances (Suggs, 2005) in an
effort to hold institutions more accountable for student-athletes’ academic progress (NCAA,
2017). That same year (2003), 23 bowl teams failed to meet the NCAA’s academic standards, as
judged by the APR (Associated Press, 2005; Wolverton, 2005). In 2009, the University of North
Carolina Chapel Hill was exposed for almost two decades of academic fraud. Specifically,
athletic staff and faculty members took part in maintaining the eligibility of football players
through compromised coursework (Ganim & Sayers, 2014). In 2016, Notre Dame University
relinquished 2012 and 2013 wins due to academic fraud (Smith, 2016). Likewise, in 2013,
Florida State University investigated allegations of academic improprieties concerning several of
its prominent student-athletes, where several key figures, including instructors, participated in
the lessening of course requirements and the cushioning of grades to maintain student athlete
GPAs (McIntire, 2017). To be sure, the conflict between the athletic interest of these programs
and the academic responsibility of the institution to its athletes is evidenced through the
aforementioned court cases and eligibility infractions on the part of athletic organizations and
their universities.
Interest Convergence and Narratives. Ladson-Billings (1995) provides an overview of
critical race theory (CRT) and uses the theory within the context of U.S. educational practices.
Ladson-Billings (1995) contends that racism, as an oppressive construct, manifests itself through
the educational outcomes of African American students, the detriment of deficient Civil Rights
legislation as it relates to the unrealized enhancement of educational opportunities for African
American students, and the White monopoly on intellectual and curricular property.
As it relates to the experiences of Black/African American student-athletes in D1
PWIHEs, the use of CRT allows scholars to analyze qualitative issues of interest convergence
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and counternarratives as well as explore legal parameters through a critically racial lens. The
narrative of intercollegiate sports has been dominated by favorable descriptions. For one, the
participation of Black/African American student-athletes in intercollegiate sports has been touted
as an avenue for academic attainment and upward mobility (Baker et al., 2016; Beamon, 2008;
Donner, 2005; Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2017) as well as a method for increasing role model
representation and racial accomplishment and pride (Hartmann, 2000 as cited in Donner, 2005).
However, scholars contradict this rose-colored perspective of intercollegiate athletics, especially
as it relates to the narrative of racial integration. Scholars agree that the impetus for the inclusion
of Black/African American student-athletes was not due to the altruistic nature of these
organizations, but to the need to maintain and increase revenue. Davis (1995) relates that prior
to WWII, Black/African American athletes who worked for White institutions were only
involved in non-contact sports, but that economic factors influenced the integration of football
(as cited in Donner, 2005). Prominent coaches who had formerly resisted the inclusion of
Black/African American student-athletes became amenable to the idea because winning required
the inclusion of these players. They were faced with the option of losing to teams who had
begun to integrate or integrate themselves (Hodge, Harrison, Burden, & Dixson, 2008). The
inclusion of Black/African American student-athletes was not an effort by organizations and
coaches to facilitate equality. Rather, the exceptionality of African American student-athletes
converged with the interests of intercollegiate athletics to make desegregation necessary and
beneficial.
A significant quantity of research “has been devoted to understanding the experiences of
racial minorities in higher education, especially regarding African American students” (Fuller,
Harrison, & Bukstein, 2017, p. 712). According to Smith, 2009, “nearly 50% or more of (Black)
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African American males come to campuses connected to the athletic department” (as cited in
Fuller et al., 2017, p. 712). Likewise, a considerable amount of research has been conducted
concerning Black/African American student-athletes. However, some scholars examine the
experiences of these student-athletes without the contribution of the student-athletes themselves.
While other researchers, particularly those who employ qualitative and critical methods, contend
that the voices of Black/African American student-athletes should be at the forefront of such
research (Beamon, 2008; Benson, 2000; Singer, 2005, 2016). Such research presents the story of
African American football student-athletes from their perspective, providing a deviation from
historically distorted versions of intercollegiate sports and the Black/African American
experience. More importantly, such methodological practices expose nuanced issues that cannot
be discovered without their voices. Emergent themes from studies include, but are not limited to,
lack of educational and career development, socialization, management of conflicting identities,
barriers to persistence, environmental stressors, emotional adaptations, and team experiences
(Beamon, 2008, 2010; Fuller, et al., 2017; Hyatt, 2003; Melendez, 2008).
Similar to the utilization of interest convergence (Bell, 1980) and counternarrative
approaches, CRT’s legal lens magnifies contractual issues related to the recruitment and
retention of Black/African American student-athletes. Student-athletes are uniquely bound to
their institution through the National Letter of Intent (NLI) and financial aid agreement. As
previously stated, the signing of this letter prohibits an athlete from seeking attendance at other
institutions. Reciprocally, this agreement prohibits other institutions from seeking that athlete.
Should an athlete violate this contract, penalties are enforced and only upon mutual agreement
can an athlete be released from his initial NLI (Donner, 2005; Grant, 2002-2003). Additionally,
the accompanying financial aid agreements ensure a student-athlete’s free education. However,
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these scholarships are only good for the term of the year (Donner, 2005; NCAA, 2017). Through
these contracts, the ethical and moral obligations of both parties are strongly implied.
Collectively, American student-athletes uphold their contractual duties by producing winning
reputations and revenue for their institutions. In contrast, reports of disparate educational
practices and outcomes for these athletes indicate a severe abandonment of contractual
responsibility on the part of PWIHE D1 programs. The analysis of contracts between African
American football student-athletes and their athletic organizations illustrates the parallel nature
of interest convergence and conflict. Needs and wants of both parties have created a merging in
which agreements cannot be upheld unless at the expense of the dominant party’s interest.
This impasse is aptly demonstrated through disparities in educational outcomes. As
previously stated, the disparity between academic outcomes of Black/African American studentathletes and their White counterparts is clear (Beamon, 2008; Benson 2000; Southall et al.,
2016). Of note, Black/African American football student-athletes enter university systems
significantly underprepared for rigorous studies (Benson, 2000; Hodge et al., 2008; Spivey &
Jones, 1975). No doubt, initial lack of preparedness influences the academic outcomes of these
student-athletes during their college experience. Other factors also influence and perpetuate such
outcomes. In these environments, these student-athletes contend with systems that do not
support their academic progress (Singer, 2008, 2005) (as doing so could unfavorably impact
athletic goals), endure educators and advisors who possess detrimental biases towards them
(Benson, 2000), and fight university-wide stereotypes regarding race and athleticism (Person,
1997). Of greatest consequence is the battle that such student-athletes wage with themselves, the
struggle to pursue academic endeavors despite influences that would have them do otherwise
(Benson, 2000; Singer, 2016).
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Reproduction through Intercollegiate Athletics. Fuller et al. (2017) cite Giroux (1983)
and Beamon (2008) to explain the application of social reproduction theory (SRT) to athletic
systems and their use of Black/African American student-athletes:
SRT posits that schools function to recreate conditions needed for reproduction of social
divisions of labor by providing differing social groups with the knowledge, skills, and
ability needed to maintain the workforce status quo. The current landscape of
intercollegiate athletics work in concert to reproduce the current stratification of the labor
force by emphasizing the student’s athletic role to the detriment of the academic role. As
members of the workforce are products, and this (is) the reproduction of societal
inequality. p. 719
In addition to feelings of exploitation (Beamon, 2008; Gatemen, 2011; Grant, 2002-2003;
Singer, 2008); contentions with multiple identities (Baker, et al., 2016; Beamon, 2010; Fuller, et
al., 2017; Potuto, et al., 2007; Singer, 2016); racism from multiple sources (Benson, 2000;
Hodge et al. 2008, Hyatt, 2003); significant adjustment issues (Melendez, 2008; Steinfeldt, Redd,
& Steinfeldt, 2010); and demonstratively lower grades, GPA’s, and graduation rates (Baker et
al., 2016; Benson, 2000; Donner 2005; Singer, 2005, 2008); social reproduction manifests itself
post-college through disparate access to prosperous employment opportunities and careers
(Baker et al., 2016; Beamon, 2008, 2010; Hodge et al., 2008). Such issues produce a whirlwind
of inequity that supports a well-established social and economic hegemony to the detriment of
Black/African American student-athletes, their families, and communities (Beamon, 2010;
Hodge et al., 2008).
A Final Note. The following table provides demographic data for three major
conferences in the NCAA as of 2019.
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Table 2
2019 Racial Demographic Percentages for D1 Major Conferences
Conference Black
White Other
SEC
61
31
8
ACC
51
37
12
Big Ten
39
45
16
Note: Adapted from NCAA Demographic Database
The table above demonstrates interest conversion, that without the commitment and talent of
institutions’ Black/African American student-athletes, PWIHE D1 programs would not be able to
produce and maintain their coveted systems of revenue. To be sure, the issues that surround the
phenomenon in question are multifaceted and complicated. However, the overall history of
college football, including integration, established regulations, the preponderant use of
Black/African American student-athletes, disparities in graduation rates and otherwise work in
tandem to produce the phenomenon and controversy under consideration.
Football and Student-Athletes with Learning Disabilities
The NCAA’s Stance on Student-Athletes with Disabilities. The NCAA does not track
graduation rates for student-athletes with disabilities in the same manner that it does according to
ethno-racial identifiers (NCAA, 2018). However, the NCAA (2018) does provide explicit
information regarding their stance on the participation of student-athletes with disabilities as well
as regulatory practices, stating “The NCAA encourages participation by student-athletes with
disabilities (physical or mental) in intercollegiate athletics and physical activities to the full
extent of their interests and abilities. An NCAA member institution will have the right to seek,
on behalf of any student-athlete with a disability participating on the member’s team, a
reasonable modification or accommodation of a playing rule, provided the modification or
accommodation would not compromise the safety of, or increase the risk of injury to, any other

43

student-athlete; change an essential element that would fundamentally alter the nature of the
game; or provide the student-athlete an unfair advantage over the other competitors” (NCAA,
2018, para. 3). The careful framing of this statement is significant considering the wording of
laws which govern the treatment of students and student-athletes with classified disabilities.
Additionally, included in the NCAA’s list of education-impacting disabilities (EID) are “learning
disabilities or disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, mental health disorders, medical
conditions, deaf or hard of hearing, and autism spectrum disorder” (NCAA, 2018, para. 1).
Governing Laws. As mentioned in the introduction, two laws govern the ways in which
student-athletes with classified disabilities gain eligibility for intercollegiate sports as well as the
ways in which these student-athletes contest ineligibility from universities and the NCAA. The
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (specifically section 504), which only pertained to public entities, was
enacted to prevent discrimination against individuals with disabilities participating in federally
funded programs (Freitas, 1998; Weston, 1999) stating that “no otherwise qualified individual
with a disability ... shall solely by reason of his/her disability be excluded from participation in,
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
federal assistance” (as cited in Church, 1998, p. 111; Freitas, 1998, p. 139).
The Americans with Disabilities Act (1990/2008) extended the prohibition outlined in the
Rehabilitation Act to “the full range of state and local government services, programs, and
activities (including public schools) regardless of whether they receive any Federal financial
assistance” (U.S. Department of Education, 2018, para. 6). Again, the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) applies to private and public entities and as it pertains to the topic at
hand, operates under Title II and III. Title II of ADA stipulates that “no qualified individual with
a disability shall, by reason of such disability, be excluded from participation in or be denied the
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benefits of the services, programs, or activities of a public entity, or be subjected to
discrimination by any such entity (as cited in Church & Neumeister, 1998, p. 111; Freitas, 1998,
p. 141). In order for a student to use Title II of ADA as basis for a violation, a plaintiff must
prove “the defendant is a ‘public entity’, he is a ‘qualified individual with a disability’, and he
has been excluded from participation from or denied the benefits of the activities of the public
entity” (as cited in Freitas, 1998, p. 141-142). Title III of the ADA, which can be used in
application with private institutions, stipulates that “no individual shall be discriminated against
on the basis of disability in the full and equal enjoyment of goods, services, facilities, privileges,
advantages, or accommodations of any place of public accommodations by any place of public
accommodations by any person who owns, leases (or leases to), or operates a place of public
accommodation” (as cited by Church, 1998, p. 111; Freitas, 1998, p. 142). “To establish a claim
under Title III…plaintiffs must prove they are disabled, the defendant is a ‘private entity’ which
operates a ‘place of public accommodation’ and they were denied the opportunity to ‘participate
in or benefit from services or accommodations on the basis of the disability” (as cited by Freitas,
1998, p. 142).
Unfortunately, the stipulations surrounding ADA and its use in challenging eligibility are
murky to say the least. One such area of confusion exists in the way that the term, “major life
activity” is interpreted. Freitas (1998) describes “major life activity” as “a basic function of life”
“such as caring for one’s self, performing manual tasks, walking, seeing, hearing, speaking;
breathing, learning, and working” (as cited in Church, 1998; Freitas, 1998). Yet, because
regulations pertaining to ADA do not explicitly state participation in sports as a “major life
activity”, courts do not draw consistent conclusions or set precedents regarding the necessity of
intercollegiate sports as an activity (Freitas, 1998). Several cases illustrate this point. In Pahulu
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vs. University of Kansas (1995), the plaintiff endured a hit to the head, which resulted in the
university deciding to revoke his playing privileges. Consequently, he was forced to petition the
court for permission to play college football again. Although the court decided in the plaintiff’s
favor, it was reluctant to explicitly name intercollegiate football as a major life activity (Freitas,
1998). In Knapp vs. Northwestern (1996), the plaintiff requested an injunction after he was
denied reentry into sports after suffering cardiac arrest and receiving a defibrillator. In this case,
however, the injunction was not granted as basketball was not deemed a “major life activity”
(Freitas, 1998).
Litigation and the Consent Decree. As previously mentioned, NCAA eligibility
regulations have also affected students with disabilities. Because of excessive litigation “brought
by learning-disabled student-athletes” regarding such eligibility, the NCAA entered into a
Consent Decree with the United States Department of Justice (DOJ), “whereby the NCAA
agreed to temporarily modify some of its standards and procedures for learning-disabled
students” (Weston, 1999, p. 1060). The NCAA entered into this Consent Decree in 1998
(ADA.gov, 2018). Weston (1999) provides a thorough review of significant court cases
preceding the adoption of the Consent Decree. In Ganden vs. NCAA (1996), the plaintiff, Chad
Ganden, was diagnosed with a learning disability in the second grade. He was offered a
scholarship from Michigan State University but was not able to take full advantage of the
scholarship, receiving a “partial qualifier” status. While the court ruled that the NCAA’s refusal
to accept “special education, compensatory, and remedial courses” (Weston, p. 1079)
significantly impacted students with learning disabilities, the court ultimately sided with the
NCAA under the opinion that the NCAA is not required to “abandon its eligibility requirements,
lower its standards, or make modifications” that drastically change programs (p. 1080). In the
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case of Butler vs. NCAA (1996), the plaintiff also received special education services in high
school. Butler received a scholarship from Washington University but in the fall of his freshman
year, he was deemed ineligible. Again, the NCAA denied some of Butler’s special education
courses and revoked his scholarship and like Ganden, Butler sought an injunction against the
NCAA’s decision. In this case, an injunction was granted based on the fact that the loss of
Butler’s scholarship would have precluded him from attending college altogether. In Tatum vs.
NCAA (1997), the plaintiff was offered a scholarship by St. Louis University but was denied that
scholarship for failure to pass the ACT with a qualifying score. After receiving a diagnosis from
a licensed psychologist which permitted him to retake the ACT under nonstandard conditions
and three attempts, Tatum achieved a sufficient score. However, because an NCAA consultant
determined that Tatum did not have a learning disability, the NCAA did not accept his
nonstandard score. Ultimately, Tatum’s request was denied because the courts determined that
missing a year of competition would not cause “irreparable harm” (Weston, p. 1084). In the case
of Bowers vs. NCAA (1997), universities stopped recruiting the plaintiff upon receipt of
transcripts. Most of Bowers’ courses were classified as “special education.” Additionally,
Bowers was not notified of his “non-qualifier” status until a month before classes were to begin
at Temple University. The request for an injunction was denied under the assertion that
accepting all of Bowers’ courses would constitute an “elimination of the core course
requirement”, rather than a ‘reasonable accommodation’ (Weston, p. 1086). Furthermore, “the
court indicated that a reduction in educational eligibility standards would ‘fundamentally alter’
the purposes of the program and the privileges it provides” (Weston, p. 1086).
This litigation is particularly significant, as the number of students with disabilities
entering postsecondary settings steadily increases (Walker, 2004-2005). As of 2004, of the

47

students with disabilities entering college, 40% of those were classified as having a learning
disability (Walker, 2004-2005). Since 1997, the number of student-athletes with disabilities has
more than doubled (Wolverton, 2008). As previously stated, the Consent Decree of 1998
modifies NCAA eligibility standards. Specifically, the NCAA must certify special education
courses as long as the courses are comparable with general education courses; allow freshmen to
obtain an additional year of athletic eligibility if they are diagnosed with a learning disability;
direct evaluation committees to consider high school preparation and performance when
determining whether a student will be granted a waiver; and appoint an “ADA Compliance
Coordinator to assist NCAA staff, serving as a liaison” for students (Weston, 2005, p. 158).
Walker (2004-2005) states, “the NCAA and collegiate institutions have a legal and moral
obligation to ensure that the spirit of commitment toward student-athletes with learning
disabilities expressed in the ADA and the Consent Decree are implemented ethically and in
“good faith” (p. 652).
Compounding Factors. Meyer (2005) asserts that “sports and higher education will
never be compatible.” Whether or not one believes this statement wholeheartedly, it is safe to
say that the merging of both interests, historically and presently, has been and remains
problematic. College students, considered neurotypical and who do not play intercollegiate
sports, experience such challenges and decisions as “developing and strengthening a set of
personal competencies…solidifying their identities and individuals…creating ways to nurture
interpersonal and intimate relationships…coming to terms with a set of beliefs and behaviors that
are consistent with emerging values…formulating career goals and…deciding to pursue a…path
that is…rewarding” (Parham, 1993, p. 411-412). Banks (2014) notes that college students with
disabilities, athletic participation excluded, face a set of additional academic and social hurdles
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that impact their postsecondary educational experience, including but not limited to
nonparticipation in transition planning (Trainor, 2005), limited self-advocacy skills (Carter,
Lane, Pierson, & Stang, 2008; Walker & Test, 2011), and lack of knowledge regarding rights
(Madaus & Shaw, 2006). Additionally, these college students face the implicit and explicit
biases that faculty and other university stakeholders have towards students with learning
disabilities (White, Jackson, & Gordon, 2006). In further analysis, student-athletes “are
socialized from an early age in an environment that presents a set of challenges and demands that
are in addition to and vastly different from the challenges and demands that their nonstudentathlete peers have had to face” (Parham, 1993, p. 36-37), including but not limited to
dealing with competing athletic and academic demands, managing isolation from regular
postsecondary social activities, maintaining their physical health, juggling professional and
personal relationships, dealing with stereotypes, and requiring specific supports related to their
dual roles (Clark & Parette, 2002; Parham, 1993).
Banks (2014) asserts that, while all college students with learning disabilities deal with
the aforementioned issues, Black/African American students with learning disabilities experience
even more difficulty because of marginalization by both disability and race/ethnicity.
Furthermore, Banks asserts that while researchers note the impact of race/ethnicity and disability,
there exists a paucity of research regarding the experiences and outcomes of Black/African
American students with disabilities. In her study, Banks (2014) outlines the nature of
experiences for students with disabilities in postsecondary settings. In interviewing African
American college students with disabilities, including one athlete, Banks confirms what is known
about college students with disabilities overall and adds to the literature regarding a specific
population through her study and findings. Banks (2014) notes that ‘high school experiences are
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pivotal to postsecondary access and achievement’, that ‘access to meaningful knowledge and
awareness’ is necessary, and that ‘cultural and social support networks’ are essential (p. 36-37).
Banks contends that the “case study adds to the literature…an understanding of the ways in
which African American students with disabilities perceive race and disability as they related to
the educational process” (p. 36). This researcher asserts there is more work to be done regarding
such matters of intersectional marginalization. More specifically, given the multitudinous issues
surrounding the academic experiences and success of students with disabilities, learning
disabilities specifically, student-athletes in general, student-athletes with classified learning
disabilities and/or notable academic issues, Black/African American student-athletes in general,
and Black/African American student-athletes with learning disabilities and/or notable academic
issues; a study which encompasses an examination of these intersectional identities is warranted.
Summary
Although this literature review does not include every controversy associated with the
phenomenon in question, the literature reviewed adequately highlights key historical and current
components of the topic at hand. Researchers acknowledge the controversial nature of
intercollegiate sports and the pursuit of higher education. Weston (1999) asserts that college
sports is an industry that disregards academic preparation, ‘exploiting athletic prowess and
marketability’, ‘tossing aside human commodities when they are no longer of use’, and
recruiting students as “commercial entertainers” (p. 1051 & 1069). Gatemen (2011) supports
Weston’s claim, stating that these institutions are places for sports, not scholarship, and represent
an environment that hinges upon exploitation and the sacrificing of student-athletes for the
production of revenue. Weston (1999) further notes that these circumstances are particularly
problematic for student-athletes who have had mediocre academic preparation. In speaking on
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the “compromise of academic integrity” (p. 57), Davis (2002) describes this phenomenon as
“educational malpractice” and asserts that policies surrounding the governing of intercollegiate
athletics promotes the rejection of student-athletes claims of such malpractice. As creditable
scholars have framed the nature of intercollegiate sports, they have also noted the
interrelatedness of highlighted issues including the central role that Black/African American
athletes play, how learning disability operates within these spaces, and the longstanding history
of legal issues. It is through this intersectional lens that this research explores the phenomenon
of D1 college football as it pertains specifically to Black/African American student-athletes who
have experienced academic difficulty before and during their college experiences, regardless of
whether they have been formally identified as having a learning disability .
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Chapter Three
Research Methodology
This chapter delineates the research plan using information from case study design
research, explains participant selection and criteria, describes data collection and analysis
methods, and provides a reflection on ethical considerations and limitations for the purpose of
answering this study’s research questions. Through this study, the researcher sought to
understand how Black/African American students who have struggled to meet normalized
standards of learning, and/or have been identified with a categorical learning disability function
within PWIHE D1 CFPs as athletes and scholars.
Specifically, the researcher desired to understand how Black/African American studentathletes in PWIHE D1 CFPs conceptualize their experiences. This inquiry includes, but is not
limited to, how participants operationalize the identities of athlete, student, Black/African
American, and dis|abled; how these identities influence participants’ college experiences and,
perhaps, after-college outcomes; and how PWIHE D1 CFPs and the institutions they serve have
honored their contractual and ethical commitment to these students – from the participants’
perspectives as opposed to that of the institutions’. The topic in question also reaches toward the
larger contextual impact of the historical and current interrelatedness of socio-political,
economic, and educational issues related to the institution of college football and the pursuit of
athletic interests throughout the Black/African American community.
Research Design
The researcher will discuss the nature of a bounded phenomenon in this section. It’s
premise has been constructed from research concerning football practices related to
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Black/African American student athletes with dis|abilities. In processing the information
presented in extant literature, similarities between the experiences of student-athletes with
disabilities and Black/African American student-athletes were evident, including how both
groups experienced postsecondary schooling. These similarities demonstrated the intersection,
yet again, between ethno-racial identification and disability, the nature of which is outlined in
chapter two. So began this researcher’s construction of knowledge regarding the phenomenon of
Black/African American student-athletes with learning dis|abilities.
The study’s purpose should determine what case study type and design the researcher
will use (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this research, the case study method used examined the topic
from the perspectives of individuals who possessed specific identities. Scholars in the field
describe and utilize case study method in various ways. Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014)
describe case studies as a “phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context”, making
that case “your unit of analysis” (p. 28). Similarly, Yin (2014) describes case study as an indepth investigation of a contemporary and real-world phenomenon (this being the case) within
the specific context of that case. For example, if one were to study the way in which an educator
experiences his/her first year of teaching within an elementary self-contained emotional/behavior
disorder (EBD) unit, the researcher would be obligated to study the phenomenon, the teacher’s
experience, within the first year and in a self-contained EBD unit. In contrast, Stake (1995)
describes case study in terms of the unit of study rather than the process (e.g., Yin’s inquiry as
investigation), focusing more on the phenomenon of the case, rather than how one chooses to
study it, emphasizing the constructivist nature of case studies and the importance of how
participants make knowledge. Merriam (2010), who frames the multiple ways in which
researchers think about case study, defines case study, not by process or unit, but by the end
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product, which is described as a holistic description and analysis. As it pertained to this study,
all of the aforementioned perspectives held value. Therefore, the resulting case study definition
adopted for use in this study encompassed unit, process, outcome; defining case study as the
deep investigation of a specific and contemporary phenomenon that is bound by identifiable
context and results in a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of both the phenomenon and the
investigative process.
This case study was not instrumental but rather intrinsic in nature (Stake, 1995). The
study of this phenomenon and findings of this case related to larger socio-political concerns;
namely another instance in which Black/African American students in this country deal with the
historical and present consequences of supremacist educational systems, particularly in the form
of Whiteness and ableism. However, of primary concern to this study was the understanding of
participants’ experiences, related to the social context in the bounds of this case: the experiences
of Black/African American student-athletes in PWIHE D1 CFPs who had struggled to attain
normalized standards of academic proficiency throughout their educational experiences and/or
had been identified with a categorical learning disability and how they made meaning of their
collegiate experiences in these contexts.
A researcher may select a single or multiple case study design. While a single case study
method allows the researcher to examine one setting with one participant, or with participants
who share like characteristics within the contextual bounds of the case (i.e., single case study
with embedded units), the multiple case study method allows the researcher to examine multiple
settings within the bounds of the case (Baxter & Jack, 2008). As will be reiterated frequently,
definitive boundaries were drawn around this case with the recognition that, while there were
similarities between experiences, each participant and their experience varied, creating clear
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distinctions between participants who share common qualities within the same case.
Furthermore, this inquiry was not ethnographic in nature, in that it did not focus necessarily on
the culture of the case. The researcher did not observe players as they traversed the described
settings but gathered data based upon what participants divulged from their individual
perspectives. Finally, the unit of study did not revolve around the individual, but rather the
individual experiences and the connection of that experience to the interview collective. As a
result, an intrinsic case study was produced (Stake, 1995) which explored the socialization of
participants within a specific institution (Merriam, 2010).
The unit of analysis included the collection of experiences, provided by the participants
who agreed to take part in this study. Within the confines of this unit, the researcher sought to
more fully understand the experiences of Black/African American football student-athletes who
had experienced academic difficulty before and during their college experiences and/or had been
identified as having a learning disability. The researcher was interested in how these studentathletes made meaning of their collegiate life experiences. The case itself was specifically
bounded by participant experiences in PWIHE D1 CFPs, although in some ways these
boundaries were fluid, “fluid” in that, for various reasons, some of the researcher’s queries
resulted in information that reached beyond sport and post-secondary schooling. The researcher
did not provide any limitations as to how participants responded to questions.

Therefore,

participants provided information that hearkened back to other periods of their lives, including
their P-12 schooling.

Furthermore, some interview questions asked participants to reflect

specifically upon their P-12 schooling, introduction into sports, and social experiences before
college. Finally, these participants did not necessarily play for the same programs but may have
played for the same programs at different times. Therefore, while all settings and experiences
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fell within the range of PWIHE D1 CFPs, there were subtleties that created variation even within
the stated boundaries. These subtleties did not confound this study. Rather, they illustrated the
nature of Stake’s (1995) constructivist case study framework.
Participants
Participants were selected using “purposive rather than random” sampling methods
(Miles et al., 2014). In keeping within the boundaries of the case, participants had to, (a) identify
as Black and/or African American, (b) have played in a PWIHE D1 CFP, (c) held a starting
position on their college team for at least one year, and (d) experienced academic difficulty
before and during their college experiences and/or have been formally identified as having a
learning disability. To be specific, the researcher sought participants who identified as having a
learning disability. However, if a potential participant did not have a specific disability label,
they were not precluded from participation in the study.

Participant details include the

following:
At the time of interviews, Participant One, Malachi was 22 years old, identified as
African American, attended PWI in the central U.S., was a Communications major in his fourth
year. He started as a left guard on his team and had playing football since the 9th grade. Malachi
recalled receiving special education services in grade school. Participant Two, Wesley, was 24
years old, identified as African American, spend two years at a Junior college before attending a
PWI in the central U.S. and graduated in May of 2019 with a degree in Communications.
Wesley started on his football team as a defensive lineman playing and had been playing football
since the 7th grade.

Wesley recalled receiving special education services in high school.

Participant Three, James, was 22 years old student in his fourth year at his university, identified
as African American, and attended a PWI in the southeastern U.S. James started as a defensive
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end on his football team and had been playing football since the age of 5 . James experiences
difficulty with mathematics during grade school. Participant Four, Cedric, was 23 years old and
identified as Black. He attended a Division 2 university and a Junior College before attending a
PWI in the northeast U.S. In his second year at the time of interviews, Participant Four’s major
was Sports Leadership and Management. He started as a corner and defensive back and had
been playing football since his 9th grade year in high school. Cedric recalled receiving special
education experiences beginning in grade school.
Data Collection and Analysis
The researcher followed Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol as defined by the
institution, obtaining permission to collect interview data before soliciting for participants
through third-party contacts. The researcher contacted participants using previously established
connections with stakeholders in D1 football programs at PWIs. The researcher provided thirdparty contacts with a brief description of the study to share with potential participants and then
waited for third-party contacts to connect the researcher with willing participants. Per IRB
protocol, after verbally agreeing to participate in the study, participants contacted the researcher
through email to receive official documentation for study participation. The researcher retrieved
the mailing addresses and phone numbers of potential participants through email and then mailed
copies of the informed consent form to each individual participant and waited until receipt of the
signed form before scheduling interviews with participants.
Methods for Interviewing
According to Leech (2002), semi-structured interviews provide a technique middle
ground that “can provide detail, depth, and an insider’s perspective” (p. 665). Using a semistructured interview process, the researcher asked a series of “open-ended questions, with

57

accompanying queries that probed for more detailed and contextual data” in hopes of gaining
“rich, in-depth information” to clearly understand the participants’ answers and positions
regarding discussed concepts (Piercy, 2004). Discussed concepts included, but were not limited
to, postsecondary experiences; how multiple identities influence these experiences; and what
previous school, social, and athletic experiences may have contributed to how these studentathletes conceptualized their postsecondary educational experiences. The researcher interviewed
participants using Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series.

Seidman (2006) describes an

interview format that allows the researcher to engage in a systematic process of data collection.
Per Seidman’s (2006) framework, the researcher used this three-step process to examine various
stages of the participant’s total experience: before entering their postsecondary setting; the
postsecondary experience itself; and participant reflections, feelings, and conclusions regarding
discussed topics. In so doing, both the participant and the interviewer maintained “a sense of the
focus of each interview in the series” (Seidman, 2006, p. 19). Furthermore, “each interview
provided a foundation of detail that helped illuminate the next” (interview) (Seidman, 2006, p.
19). This three-interview series aligned with a semi-structured interview format, as the goal was
to provide participants enough space to speak their truth, but within the confines of the interview
stage and topic.
Individual, rather than focus group interviews provided space and time for each
participant to express themselves regarding their own individual experiences without the
influence of other participants. Additionally, individual interviews helped ensure the
confidentiality of participants. When considering students as participants, researchers should
concern themselves with the extent to which the collection of information affects the security of
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this participants. With this in mind, preserving the confidentiality of participants should lessen
the impact of revealing potentially sensitive information.
In following Seidman’s (2006) framework, the researcher interviewed participants for no
longer than 90 minutes per session. To ensure that participants had time to reflect upon their
interview experience, yet not lose the experiential connection between interviews, the researcher
interviewed participants in a week to two-week time frame. The exact number of days between
interviews depended upon the participant’s availability. Because participants were attending
universities throughout the country, the researcher used telephone or video chat to complete
interviews. The researcher audio recorded all interviews and stored each recording on the on the
researcher’s password protected personal computer. Once the researcher transferred the original
recording to the password protected personal computer, the researcher deleted the original digital
recording. The researcher engaged in data analysis throughout the interview process to inform
and improve methods of data collection throughout the study.
Coding
Saldana (2013) describes a double coding method, wherein researchers use codes pulled
from the first coding process to obtain secondary sets of codes (as cited in Miles et al., 2014). In
theory, multiple forms of coding result in a more thorough data analysis process than a onecoding iteration. Such a process forces an examination of the data based on more than extant
literature and experiential information. More specifically, the researcher used a constant
comparative method of coding; consisting of open, axial, and selective coding. According to
Corbin and Strauss (1990), “open coding is the interpretive process by which data are broken
down analytically…to give the analyst new insights by breaking through standard ways of
thinking about or interpreting phenomena reflected in the data” (p. 12). This initial step was
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particularly important because although the researcher conceptualized the study from reading
and comparing extant literature, the experiences of participants took precedence over what the
researcher learned and conceptualized from the literature. This act of open coding was also
important because it forced a “reckoning” with the initial impetus for this study: the researcher’s
personal experiences and opinions regarding PWIHE DI football as it relates to Black/African
American football student-athletes. As Corbin and Strauss (1990) state, “open coding and the
use it makes of questioning and constant comparisons enables investigators to break through
subjectivity and bias” (p. 13). That is not to say that the researcher did not account for large
themes and concepts derived from personal experiences and supported through the literature. As
previously stated, the researcher conceptualized the study from the literature. This
conceptualization through the literature was particularly visible in the researcher’s crafting of the
question protocol. According to Kolb (2012), researchers use axial coding to put data together in
“new ways” after the open coding process has exposed the initial connections between data
points. During the axial coding process, the researcher thought about what else the data meant,
what else the data presented. Corbin and Strauss (1990) describe selective coding as a
unification process during the later phase of coding, wherein the analyst finalizes the “making
sense” of the data. A significant benefit of selective coding is that an analyst/ researcher can
detect and eliminate codes that do not demonstrate substantial evidence or “conceptual density”
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 14) based on the data. The inductive part of this process occurred as
the researcher changed and added codes according to what the data evidenced. The researcher
coded the data as they were collected instead of coding after completing the data collection
process. In essence, one interview and data collection process informed the next phases of
interviews and data collection, including the coding process itself.
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As an additional checking method, the researcher consulted with two additional scholars
outside of the initial study process to help discuss and evaluate themes and codes constructed
through the data by the researcher. In the initial consult between the researcher and selected
scholars, scholars helped the researcher reorganize the initial order of themes and codes.
Specifically, after this session, the researcher changed interest convergence from a code to a
theme because the concept of interest convergence permeated several topics throughout
participant responses and, therefore, the study. In the second consultation, scholars assisted the
researcher in enhancing the discussion of data by suggesting salient points the researcher could
magnify including the necessity of culturally responsive / sustaining practices for studentathletes and increased but tailored and equitable exposure for prospective athletes at an earlier
age. The researcher also contacted participants for member checking after the completion of
data analysis and reporting. However, the researcher was not able to reach participants in order
to provide a draft of data analysis for their review.
Frameworks
The analysis was undergirded by both, theoretical and conceptual frameworks. As a
theoretical framework, disability critical race studies (DisCrit), a hybrid of critical race (CRT)
and critical disability scholarship, takes up issues related to race and ability using the historical
context of the social construction of these terms (Annamma, Conner, & Ferri, 2016). More
specifically, DisCrit explores how past and present uses of ability and race buttress notions of
whiteness as synonymous with ability (Annamma, et al., 2016). In this country, the defining of
normality and ability has been dominated by White men, in particular, alienating individuals who
could not conform to such standards, through race, ethnicity, or income, to name a few
characteristics. As educational stakeholders work within the boundaries of Whiteness and
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ability, ethno-racially marginalized persons who have struggled within normalized education
systems often find themselves excluded from access to increased educational, social, and
economic capital (Bourdieu, 1985). The phenomenon in question defies outward exclusionary
practices but supports age-old systems of exclusion and exacerbates issues of capital and
reproduction, therefore, warranting study. The researcher examined other qualities of DisCrit,
including the acknowledgement of multidimensional identities, recognition of social
constructions of labels versus the tangible impact of these labels, inclusion of (figurative and
literal) voices of marginalized populations, and consideration of legal and historical aspects of
dis|ability and race and how they have been used (Annamma et al., 2016). Significantly, DisCrit
takes up the use of the CRT’s counternarrative (Crenshaw & Ladson-Billings, 2016; Lynn &
Parker, 2006). Counternarratives work against the ‘official and hegemonic narratives of
everyday life’ (Peters & Lankshear as cited in Jupp, 2013). More specifically, counternarratives
are but one version of counter-storytelling. Solorzano and Yosso (2002) describe three types of
counter-storytelling: personal stories or narratives, other people’s stories or narratives, and
composite stories or narratives (p. 32-33). In working against dominant stories, counter-stories
do not merely recount the untold experiences of marginalized individuals and communities, but
such methods ‘expose, analyze, and challenge’ “majoritarian stories of racial privilege”
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32). Because the researcher interviewed participants in an effort
to obtain their narrative as told by them, there was also a focus on the counternarrative of
counter-story. Outlined data collection and analysis procedures for this study made use of the
counternarrative.
Although not a focal point, the conceptual framework encapsulates larger issues related
to the case study. Extant literature defines a cyclical process that perpetuates inequitable
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outcomes for specific populations in society and advantages others. In short, residential
segregation contributes to school segregation (Denton, 1996) which increases the likelihood of
disparate educational experiences between populations of students, one of which being
disproportionate numbers of Black/African American males in special education programs
(Collins, Conner, Ferri, Gallagher, & Samson, 2015). Labeling of students has proven to
decrease educational opportunities (e.g., post-secondary educational opportunities) (Sullivan &
Bal, 2013). As opportunities decrease for students, in particular, Black/African American males,
alternative options for success take on greater meaning. Enter sports. As outlined in chapter 2, a
historical foundation exists in this country that establishes the acceptability and use of Black
bodies for physical labor and sport. Historical narratives, reaching back to slavery, have created
the sticking notion of Black males as physically large and aggressive beasts, void of intellectual
capacity, to be used for physical labor. This narrative has persisted and permeated society,
including specific communities of color. Furthermore, the educational experiences of
Black/African American students give credence to the notion that structures and players of
systemic and systematic White supremacy have counted this population as intellectually lesser
than the majoritarian White student group. Such narratives historically and presently create
outcomes that stratify student groups and, subsequently, whole populations along ethno-racial
lines. To this day, we see the effects of such divisions. Consider, for example, differences
between numbers of White and Black/African American persons in specific career categories,
disparate economic outcomes, disproportionate identification and labeling within special
education programs, and, yes, the types of sports played between these two groups. While these
lines of demarcation do not defy outlying individual experiences, as a collective, these examples
are weighty. In a final example, consider longstanding disparities between the numbers of
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Black/African American athletes versus coaches and the ways in which the system works to
create diverging pipelines between White and Black/African American players (Lawrence, 2019;
Martin, 2020). Essentially, Black/African American bodies are for playing, not thinking. What
is more, White supremacist structures and actors are comfortable with this arrangement as it does
not threaten the economic or social standing of those who benefit from this system. Clearly,
larger systems are at work here and speak to overall issues regarding the way structures are
erected to stratify society and create pathways that privilege select units of people while
disenfranchising others. In the case of this study, such stratification includes issues pertaining to
how Black/African American student-athletes may not be considered for learning disability (LD)
identification and appropriate services in lieu of their athletic abilities. The researcher used both
the theoretical and conceptual framework to think through the data collected in this study.
Ethical Considerations
As previously stated, there may be cause for concern as it relates to participants who are
currently student-athletes. Student populations, regardless of age, are often vulnerable within
school settings.

In obtaining permission to interview these student-athletes, the researcher

considered the matter of

confidentiality in an effort to shield participants from possible

consequences due to interviewing and conveying information about programs and institutions
that could be interpreted as unfavorable by those entities.
As stated at the outset, the researcher enjoys and appreciates the game of football,
particularly college football. In contrast, as an educator who is African American, who has
watched football’s influence on my students and community and witnessed some positive
experiences accompanied by experiences and observations that caused pause regarding the
benefit of the sport on a systemic scale. While such an affinity and simultaneous disdain for the
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sport could have clouded my ability to tackle topics that presented the sport in its dichotomous
form, the characteristics and experiences shared by participants influenced the data collection
and analysis process, thereby stabilizing my bias. This study both challenged and confirmed the
meaning of the researcher’s experiences through conversations with the very individuals who
had first-person experience because the researcher examined the participants and the meanings
they made of these experiences to determine salient and germane findings. In the reporting of
the data, the researcher discusses how thinking changed based upon the insight gained from
participant interviews.
Limitations
In reflecting upon the nature of qualitative research, the absence of generalizability and
validity were not be addressed. Rather, the researcher focused on the ideas of verisimilitude and
transferability. Unlike quantitative studies, the overall trustworthiness of this study is derived
from participant validation, the connection to extant literature, and the overall application of
findings. If the study’s participants validate the trueness and realness (i.e., verisimilitude) of data
collection and analysis, in the essence of counternarratives, these findings become as true as the
preceding dominant narratives. Secondly, while this study explores a level of intersectionality
not explicitly noted in extant literature, various sections of identities accounted for in this study
have been examined in prior research. Therefore, the narratives borne out through this study
revealed similarities between these and previous conceptual and empirical works, adding to the
credibility of the findings. Thirdly, if the findings can be used to develop probable solutions for
systemic issues, the practicality of this study increases and adds to the overall usefulness of this
research (agenda).

65

To be sure, the experiences of this study’s participants are even more varied than
interviews can capture. What is more, the scope of this study cannot address every experience of
Black/African American athletes in PWIHE D1 CFPs, let alone the experiences of all PWIHE
football student-athletes with or without dis|abilities. However, extant literature indicates that
there are paradigms that ring true for Black/African American athletes in these settings
regardless of the variables that might differentiate experiences (e.g., stereotypes of Black/African
American athletes as dumb jocks, feelings of being used, forced academic scheduling). Through
this study, the researcher captured support of these paradigms as well as extended the knowledge
base of this group of student-athletes and their experiences, particularly as it pertains to learning
and dis|ability.
Researcher Reflexivity
Some opine that this

research is limited because it only addresses Black/Brown

populations of students. Hearing this lead me to a personal reflection upon Ladson-Billings
statement (2014):
…people regularly asked me why I chose to focus on African American students as
subjects…I generally took the time to point out that our work to examine the success
among the students who had been least successful was likely to reveal important
(pedagogical) principles for achieving success for all students. A literature that tells us
what works for middle-class, advantaged students typically fails to reveal the social and
cultural advantages that makes their success possible. But success among the “least of
these” tells us more about what (pedagogical) choices can support success. (p. 76)
As the researcher, I am essentially invested in the educational and social concerns of
Black/African American students and some (e.g. scholars) may attribute this quality to an
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essentialist perspective. In thinking about the idea of scholarly essentialism, Tate’s consideration
of implications for critical race theory (CRT) in education come to mind. In recounting the
beginnings of CRT, Tate (1997) addresses the ways in which essentialism has been considered in
the making of this theory. Scholars such as Delgado, Harris, Crenshaw, & Matsuda played
significant roles in how essentialism was imagined within CRT. Pulling from feminist theory
and practices, scholars contended the problematic nature of gender essentialism, the ways in
which prominent feminist scholars approached the liberation of women without considering the
complexities of Black womanhood. Likewise, Crenshaw’s work (1993, 2016) addresses the
need to speak to inequity from an intersectional lens, arguing for framework(s) that explore
various “vulnerability influences”, race and gender for example. Specifically, Crenshaw (1993,
2016) explores structural, political, and representational intersectionality. Tate (1997) also notes
that originators and proponents of CRT have cautioned against other forms of essentialism in
CRT theory and application (e.g., “a monolithic ‘Black Experience’ ”). The point:
intersectionality is multifaceted and the very notion of essentialism defies the foundation and
meaning of theories looked to for the rationalization, analysis, and conclusions of this study.
Disability critical studies (DisCrit) follows suit in the way that scholars examine the
intersectionality of disability and race, exploring “ways in which both race and disability are
socially constructed and interdependent” and “in which racism and ableism inform and rely upon
each other in interdependent ways” (Annamma, Conner, & Ferri, 2016, p. 201).
As the researcher, I wholeheartedly reject the idea of essentialism while acknowledging
and embracing my obligation to address issues related to the experiences of Black/African
American people in this country. What is more, the fervent involvement of scholars (e.g.,
Agosto, Bell, Crenshaw, Darling-Hammond, Ford, Kea, Ladson-Billings, Tate, Toldson), who
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share facets of the oppressive experiences of persons with whom they engage in research, is
imperative to the ideas of social justice and the genuine reversal of oppression for marginalized
individuals and groups. Deeper justice and freedom come to fruition when the experiences of the
oppressed are exposed through the expression of those experiences in research and when the
exploration and study of these data and resulting transformation is, not only, acted upon by those
who benefit most from the oppressive structures under study but by those who are also oppressed
by the very issues under consideration.
For now, the only way I know to develop a clear defining between essentialism and
otherwise is through experience, scholarly finesse, and a more expansive understanding of how
issues of inequity in all forms intertwine with those that deeply concern me. There will be
instances when opponents of this type of research will criticize and devalue this work no matter
the approach. Those are the times when I must evoke the spirt of other researchers who have
engaged in this controversial work throughout academic history. In the spirt of Dr. Martin
Luther King (1964), those of us who defy America’s “Call for Unity” by addressing and calling
out systemic injustice must remind opposers that there is no time like the present. Change has
seldom occurred on the timeline of the oppressor but, rather, has been achieved because
individuals in pursuit of equity and justice pursued such ends despite draconian efforts to cease
and desist.
In final reflection, I use the introduction of this study. I consider myself an enthusiastic
college football fan, especially Florida State football. Throughout this process, I have even had
to make some shifts in my thinking about the sport and my team. For example, I have finally rid
myself of all Florida State lunchboxes with the classic Seminole head displayed. At first, the
idea of getting rid of paraphernalia that contained this emblem was no more than a mere joke
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between family members and work colleagues. We’d engage in banter where I’d have to defend
my use of lunchboxes and bookbags with emblems (e.g. the Seminole head) that lent themselves
to historical racism and simultaneously contradicted my professed notions of equity and justice.
I also began to think about all the games I’d supported through ticket sales and attendance. I am
still trying to figure out if there is a place of reconcilement between blinded support of White
supremacist football systems and knowledgeable support of a school which gave me so much;
players that impacted my lives; and an institution that, in many ways, supports the financial,
academic, and social advancement of Black/African American student-athletes and communities.
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Chapter Four
Findings
In this chapter, the researcher discusses findings for each participant based on the
collected data. The researcher, then, explores themes and codes related to the data. Themes
include supports, access, and capital; institutional oppression; external factors; and the
intertwined cultures of student-athleticism, disability, and ethnicity’s impact on participant
experiences. Within these individual themes, the researcher also discusses familial, community,
and academic supports; knowledge and understanding of special education systems and
practices, economics and family and majors.
Participants
As stated in chapter three, my participant criteria included persons who (a) identified as
Black and/or African American, (b) played in a PWIHE D1 CFP, (c) held a starting position on
their college team for at least one year, and (d) experienced academic difficulty before and
during their college experiences and/or were formally identified as having a learning disability.
In this section, the researcher describes the educational and social experiences of Malachi,
Wesley, James, and Cedric as reflected through their interviews.
Participant One: Malachi
Participant One, Malachi, attended a PWI in the central U.S. and is from a southeastern
state in the U.S. At the time of the interview, Malachi was 22 years old and in his fourth year at
his then university, starting on his football team as a left guard. Unlike many of his peers,
Malachi did not begin playing football until his 9th grade year in high school. He identified as
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African American and remembered receiving special education services in grade school. As a
student-athlete, Malachi experienced some academic difficulty throughout his time in college.
Malachi grew up in the greater New Orleans area of Louisiana and was raised primarily
by his grandfather and mother. He stated that he would describe his economic status as “middle
class because we didn’t really want for anything”, in large part due to the supports of his
grandfather. However, Malachi also explained that he did experience issues in school, some of
which he also attributed to the nature of his upbringing: “As far as academics, my mama worked
from sunup to sundown so she really didn’t have time to do stuff like that so that I would not
struggle” (Transcript 1, p. 1). Needless to say, monies for extracurricular activities were scarce.
Malachi affirmed that the lack of additional funds impacted the age at which he was able to
begin playing football or any sport for that matter. Malachi also explained that in his
neighborhood, there were no little league football leagues, making it impossible for him to
engage with sports in this way until high school. The access was just not there.
Malachi described his educational experience in detail, explaining that the 4th grade was
when he hit “a good rhythm” (Transcript 1, p. 1) but that he lost that rhythm a couple years later:
buckling down in school…I think that is when my mom had put me in, I don’t know if it
was like real special education, but it was like some remedial classes. I went to a school
that was supposed to put you in your right grade. I was supposed to go to 7th grade. I
didn’t do as good, so I had to do 6th grade all over again at a regular middle school which
is the reason why I did three years in middle school, six, seven, eight. I kind of caught on
with writing (and reading). (Transcript 1, p. 1-2)
As Malachi began to build a more comprehensive grasp on his writing and reading skills,
his educational experiences were still not seamless, particularly in math and reading: “(with
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math) I just kept on struggling to like my freshman year. It is still something I can’t do
without…it’s just not comfortable…like algebra letters and all that stuff that is kind of not a
good look” (Transcript 1, p. 1). Specifically related to special education services, Malachi
explained, “it was only a couple of us in that class” in fourth grade (Transcript 1, p. 1). As
Malachi discussed special education services, he stated, “I didn’t get it like when I was in a
regular math class, I wasn’t getting the same help that I was in the last class” (Transcript 1, p. 2).
Malachi explained that he was only in special education classes for “math, English” but that “like
social studies, like history or something like that, I’d be in regular classes” (Transcript 1, p. 2).
Malachi experienced this somewhat integrated special education model, described in the above
quotes, beginning his freshman year in high school. Malachi identified other indicators of his
special education experience, namely that he put “it” (meaning the fact that he was in a special
education program) together based on the people around him and that he didn’t “feel normal”
and that he experienced teasing (Transcript 1, p. 2). However, he did articulate important
knowledge of skill sets / content areas, stating that:
science is a lot of reading … I don’t know how but I can remember what type of gas is
around Jupiter and stuff like that. I can remember that but when it comes to stuff like to
reading and writing, I always had a hard time. (Transcript 1, p. 3)
In the quote above, Malachi described his comprehension ability. Thereafter, his
educational trajectory led him to a PWI and D1 football program. Even though he wasn’t able to
play in middle school due to displacement from Hurricane Katrina and his academic standing,
Malachi was able to play in high school:
I started (playing) around right before Katrina. I remember my mom dropping me off
and having to weigh in, I was so heavy I had to play with the 14-year olds…like literally
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a week before Katrina and then after I came back I started playing pop warner. I went to
middle school. I couldn’t play because of my 4th grade or 3rd grade, I think I failed one. I
got to play when I went to high school, 9th -11th. (Transcript 1, p. 1)
Despite specific academic and social hurdles, Malachi’s time and skill on the football field drew
attention from his coaches, who took a special interest in him. As a result, his coaches spoke with
coaches at a different high school that not only had the means to accelerate his football career but
also his academic progress:
I also got put in remedial classes my freshman year of high school and when I tested out
of those reading classes, this other high school was talking to me. This other coach heard
about me and he was talking to the head coach. They started to hit me up or whatever
saying ‘You’re not going be able to graduate on time. You’re not going to get a job or
whatever.’ At the same time, my grandfather had just passed and they opened up a
section and we had to move. She had Section 8 in New Orleans. I did summer school
and night classes (at the new high school). (Transcript 2, p. 2)
The above quote illustrates how Malachi’s athletic ability aided him in receiving vital academic
support and Malachi understood how his athletic ability aided his academic opportunities:
I believe certain people wanted to help me out just because I was a good athlete
especially those that were talking to the other coach at the high school. Some teachers
wanted to help me out just because I was an athlete but I was respectful at the same time.
A lot of people at my old school kind of judged me after I got in trouble so a lot of
teachers didn’t want to be bothered with me but a lot of teachers did help me out.
(Transcript 2, p. 2)
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Delving more deeply into some of these specific issues, Malachi discussed the degree to
which his personal obligations impacted his school success. As he and his mother cared for the
needs of his grandfather, Malachi was often charged with the heavy lifting and other physical
aspects of caring for his grandfather. “In the morning, I would have to help my mother get my
grandfather ready and sometimes that would make me late for school” (Transcript 2, p. 2).
Malachi was frequently late to (high) school.
Malachi explained, he had received a greater quantity and enhanced quality of academic
support since entering college. While he worked with an assigned tutor, a provision allotted to
all student athletes on his team, Malachi indicated that what he received in terms of academic
support included “tutoring time” as well as one-on-one services (P1, Transcript 2, p. 2). In
particular, he expressed that his tutor, the person responsible for helping him most with his
academic progress, had been instrumental to his success. Should Malachi enter the draft before
his graduation, he planned to make use of his university’s “return provision” 2 and complete his
undergraduate degree after entering the draft.
Still, the transition was not easy and Malachi recalled the multitude of instances where he
thought he was going back home, either to be sent by the university or because of internal
difficulties - “environment, weather, bad food” (P1, Transcript 2, p. 2). To quote, “the food isn’t
that cool.” As an African American student from the south, he found the food in his new
geographic location didn’t really have the (contextual) flavor of New Orleans cuisine. Malachi
explained that on a few occasions, he neared the point of academic ineligibility and felt as
though he may be told to leave. Malachi also expressed that his struggle in acclimating himself
to his new environment sometimes resulted in the feeling that he needed to leave because the

A “return provision” is an allowance made by some institutions that permit players to return after they have entered
the NFL to attain their degree.
2
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pressure was more than he could handle. Not only was Malachi adjusting to a rigorous football
schedule, he was adjusting to new academic demands as well as a new cultural environment that
was unlike anything he had experienced before. In relation to other aspects of his culture,
Malachi expressed that he experienced the most discomfort when off campus. In the city, where
he was not specifically known as a university student-athlete, he experienced exclusion,
particularly in social settings (e.g. off campus parties). Malachi provided an example where he
nor his teammates were permitted into a fraternity party because they were Black.
Participant Two: Wesley
The second student-athlete, Wesley, also attended a PWI in the central U.S. and is from a
southeastern state in the U.S. At 24 years old he was currently finishing out his fourth year at his
then university, although he graduated in May of 2019 with his Bachelor’s degree in
Communications and a minor in Sports Management. As a student-athlete, he was permitted to
finish the current football season in which he graduated. Unlike Malachi, Wesley completed two
years of college at a Junior college in the southeastern part of the U.S. before matriculating to his
PWI. Wesley started on his football team as a defensive lineman and had been playing football
since the 7th grade. He identified as African American and remembered receiving special
education services in high school. As a graduate, Wesley was no longer engaged in coursework
but described his academic journey as a successful one.
It was okay, fifth grade. I got moved from 5th to 6th. I was doing good and then I hit high
school and everything went downhill – like I wasn’t able to learn as quickly as the other
kids, but I was always able to get it… it just … I never got it when they got it. So they,
the teachers, just kept moving on and so I wasn’t that good in classes. They put me in
remedial classes, but I was passing them, straight As first year then they never would take
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me out and so like I just spent all four years of my high school career just learning the
same stuff over and over again – basic math, basic English. The book we read when I
was in senior high school was a fifth-grade level and so I never had the opportunity to
learn more about what other people know. Reading was a big problem. (Transcript 1, p.
1-3)
In discussing the term “remedial,” Wesley explained that he learned the word from “TV”
and that he knew he was in special education because he was located “in a different hall” with
“six people” in his classroom (Transcript 1, p. 2). In reflecting upon his P-12 experiences,
Wesley expressed that perhaps the circumstances would have been different had he ‘stepped up
and spoke out’ about not needing to be in the program he was in anymore and that he needed to
be with the “normal students” (Transcript 2, p. 3). In continuing his description, Wesley
explained how this special education setting affected, not only him, but his peers:
Most of us did not belong in there. Like I am not the only one who … like they are
struggling right now. Everyone I knew is at home or had to get a GED - like that is what
we had to do after we graduated from high school. Everyone in that program that wanted
to continue college or go to college, they had to go through a GED program because we
didn’t get the same sheet of paper (high school diploma) that everyone else got so we had
to go through GED to get that paper and just to continue on to college but I was just one
of the few who was able to get a scholarship and be in college right now. If it wasn’t for
that, I don’t know how I’d be or that I would even be in school or if I would ever have
completed a year of school. (Transcript 2, p. 3)
Wesley continued to describe the way in which his educational trajectory was set for him, against
his will and what he knew would be more beneficial for him:
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I don’t know how we (high school class) got in there…but not one of us deserved to be in
there. We had no say so in that. It was like we were forced to be put in them classes and
not being able to get out. (Transcript 2, p. 4)
Regarding his football experiences, Wesley stated:
To be honest I didn’t start playing until 7th grade because of the programs we had back in
Mississippi. We didn’t have like a rec (center) where we could start playing in a pee-wee
league at nine years old. We didn’t have that so I had to wait until I was in middle school
to actually play…they asked me to play because I was bigger than most kids. I played
and I loved it. I saw that it was a chance to get me in school, get me through school so I
just stuck with it. (Transcript 2, p. 2)
Wesley maintained his eligibility to play in high school and although he could
not play his first year in community college, he was able to play thereafter because he had
received the attention of recruiting scouts in high school and had the grades to attend his
community college before entering into his four-year university. Wesley circled back to his
learning difficulties as he discussed his academic trajectory in college. When asked, “Can you
tell me what you mean by ‘remedial’ ? ” (Interviewer, Transcript 1, p. 2), Wesley responded,
“You know the ‘R’ word. Ms. ______________ doesn’t like for me to say that word”
(Transcript 1, p. 2). In reference to his new understanding as a college student, Wesley
explained that his tutor did not like for him to use the “R” word and that he now realizes that he
is not “R” but that it “just takes time” for him to learn concepts (Transcript 1, p.2). Wesley
provided examples:
All the words that everyone knows you know, everybody else knows right as the teacher
is explaining something like we have to take notes or something like that. I can’t
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comprehend or can’t understand a lot of words that the teacher says so when I’m in
tutoring and they ask me something or tell me something like in the reading, you know, I
always tell them (the teacher, the tutor), ‘can you like dumb it up.’ (Transcript 1, p. 3)
Wesley further explained how his learning and his perception of himself as a learner changed
since his time in college:
I mean it got that way when I got up here because they actually helped me. I was on the
borderline but I was doing good. I was understanding the work and stuff like that and
second year, I was great. I’m currently doing good right now. So, like it opened my
mind up to make me believe that I can learn. I just need a little more help (and the right
people). (Transcript 1, p. 3; Transcript 2, p. 1)
As far as the “right people”, Wesley explained that his college experience
has been more academic for me than football to be honest with you. Here its actually
‘student-first’ because most places that I’ve been is almost like ‘football over everything’
and so right here is really you know academics and then sports and I really like that about
this place…because like I said when I first got here like Ms. ____________ already knew
so she like packed it on. I was here from maybe 8 a.m. to like 5 p.m. and even had
tutoring every day of the week. So like she always made sure that I was up ahead … you
know I never fell behind because of the fact that she knows who I am, you know, how I
am and she is willing to help me so I was onboard with her so that’s how we did it.
(Transcript 2, p. 2)
As demonstrated in the quote above, Wesley’s study/tutoring schedule assisted him in keeping
up with his academic requirements, providing a structure of support that he did not have in high
school.
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While Wesley ‘didn’t know what to say around his peers,’ while … ‘talking in front of
them was difficult’ (Transcript 1, p.2), as a college student-athlete, Wesley acknowledged that
although he was not “good at public speaking”, he still enjoyed ‘talking to people,’
‘communicating with people,’ ‘getting to know people,’ hence his choice of a communication
minor to compliment his sports management major, which he chose because he played football
and ‘would love to see throughout the rest of his life,’ to be involved in ‘any type of sporting
events,’ “commentate, coach, or anything like that” (Transcript 2, p.1). Wesley also intertwined
his interest in communication with his interest in football, explaining that football had given him
the opportunity to connect with other races of students. Although his major and minor aligned
with his interests, Wesley expressed that he “never had a plan” upon entering his PWI and that
he and his tutor, Ms. ___________________, sifted through “a list” and he ‘just chose’
(Transcript 2, p. 1). By his 3rd year, Wesley had graduated and indicated he would
like to start an internship or see how things go, well at least come back up here…to find
all the resources that I can and see if I can get a job through them but I don’t have any
plans right now. If it (football) comes, it comes but if not I’m not gone´ be mad about it
(Transcript 2, p. 2).
While Wesley experienced some success in the classroom, graduation, in particular, he
also recounted some of the challenges he experienced as a college student:
All of the time like I spent up here…lot of times I had to make myself be dedicated to my
schoolwork because of the amount of time I had to be up here. No one has helped me or
even tried to push me or help me understand what I have or my abilities or what I can do
and so that’s one like being able to just come to a new culture and just adapt to it has
been somewhat ‘ok’ I guess. Being here around a lot of Caucasian people and having
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them actually communicate with Black people so like it just took me a good minute to
adapt to that because that’s one thing that I am not used to coming from where I’m
from…its White too but we don’t communicate like that. (Transcript 2, p. 2-3)
Participant Three: James
The third student-athlete, James, attended a PWI in the southeastern U.S. and is from a
southeastern state in the U.S. At 22 years old, James was in his fourth year at his then university
and started on his football team as a defensive end. James began playing football at the age of 5
and began playing basketball at the age of 8. He identified as African American and experienced
some difficulty with mathematics during grade school. In spite of difficulties in math, James had
also experienced academic success and attributed much of his academic success to the extra
assistance he received from his parents.
James saw himself as a leader, in part, because his leadership abilities were fostered in a
very concreate way. His PE coach took an interest in him and the coach recognized that because
of his size and personality he was “capable of great things”:
He really wanted me to develop my personality. He really broke me out my shell to
make me be more sociable with other kids. He said that basically like I had leadership
abilities and like when I did talk to like my other classmates that I really listened to them
and take consideration into them. He just meant like as person, as a leader. (Transcript
2, p. 1-2)
Further, he discussed the influence of his middle school basketball coach:
Coach ___________ made me find myself here just by him showing me and just like
watching him. My teacher was always on me making sure that I’m disciplined, making
sure that I am respectful to other people...when you have the opportunity to do great
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things, you need to take the chance. Don’t go back on the bad decisions you ever made
cause you never know. Just always be levelheaded and push through any struggles.
After eight grade, I really developed as a person. I was popular but I always made sure I
did my work and never forget that my main goals was to finish high school – get a
college diploma – make my parents proud. (Transcript 2, p. 1-2)
The support that James received from his coaches at an early age only helped to
bolster the support he received from his mother and father:
I come from a teaching family. My mom is a teacher. So, she obviously made sure that
before we did any sports activity, any afterschool activity, that schoolwork was done first.
Schoolwork has to be done first. If schoolwork is not done then, no activities.
(Transcript 1, p. 3)
James explained that he did have academic struggles, particularly with math
but that his mother and father served as a buffer:
Actually sitting there with me doing homework and especially my pops taking time out
from his job to make sure that we were ‘on’ our work, make sure we were level headed,
make sure we were respectful, and just never forgot where we came from and that at any
moment, you know, it can be gone that fast. (Transcript 1, pg. 3)
James also learned important values from his father, stating:
‘That man in my life like son you gotta´ love yourself before you love anybody you have
to love yourself first you know cause at the end of the day you are a unique person and
other people’s opinion doesn’t really matter as long as you know who you are what you
stand for. That has always stuck with me and (those) have been my core values.
(Transcript 2, p. 5)
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James also said, “I never want to set a bad example” (Transcript 2, p. 5). His
mother also provided James with “study sessions” held by her “friends,” including preparation
for the “ACT and stuff like that” (Transcript 1, p. 3). He did not receive special education
services, but relied on the provisions of his parents. Additionally, James articulated how the
priorities of his high school coaches influenced his learning in a supportive way:
Our (high school) coach always made sure we did our work before we did any practice or
anything. If your grades weren’t good enough, you couldn’t be doing bad in class. You
wouldn’t be allowed to play or participate in practice. You might just have to sit on the
sidelines and do your work until you got done and then you participate. So, I would say
it was a very, very strict line, just making sure your work was done, just making sure you
were on top of things so that, you reap what you sow. If you put in work in the class, it
rewards you on the court or on the field. (Transcript 1, pg. 3-4)
James described his P-12 experiences as “definitely positive” (Transcript 1, p. 3). In
expressing any difficulties during his P-12 experience, James stated that “finding balance and
making sure that I was always on top of my work” was sometimes tough (Transcript 1, p. 3). He
also expressed that this balancing act may not have been experienced by his peers, in particular,
his classmates “who didn’t play any sports or anything like that (and) had more time” to be
focused on school and “didn’t have to focus on any sport”. Conversely, his teammates that
played sports, “some of them really struggled in life” (Transcript 2, p. 1). Regarding this issue,
James stated:
Sometimes they would like ask for help in whatever subject they needed help in and me
personally I wouldn’t mind helping my team because I was just that teammate that

82

always wanted to see my other teammates do better and you know aim higher than what
they thought they could. (Transcript 2, p. 1-2)
As a Human Health and Performance major, James expressed that his college
experience was more football heavy at times, and that “time management” has been the most
difficult part of his college experience: “you’re up like 5/6 in the morning to like getting home at
7/8 at night…knock the homework out and get some sleep (Transcript 2, pg. 4). Still, he felt as
though, overall, academics was more emphasized, stating that his school has a graduation rate of
56% and that “they (university) really want to boost their graduation rate” and that his
experiences, including football and its challenges, have helped him learn “life lessons.” “The
ups and downs that came with it made me a better person and make me who I am.” He reflected
that, “You have to accept that some people don’t think the same way you think and that some
people are just content with being mediocre and I never been that person I never have been
content I always wanted to do great things” (Transcript 2, p. 3-4).
James also shed light on the intertwining of his football experience and his ethnicity.
Although James’ experiences in sports had provided him the time and space to interact with
different races and ethnicities, James expressed:
My first year and a half, just by me being a football player everybody looked at me like
‘oh he this big Black guy and he looks aggressive’ until like they really meet me.
They’re like ‘oh he’s a real cool person. He’s smart. He’s intelligent. This is one of those
guys that you want to have in your corner for the rest of your life. He changes my
perspective and how I look at others.’ (Transcript 2, p. 4-5)
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When asked specifically to what races and ethnicities he was referring, James stated that he had
come in contact with so many people that had not been exposed to people like him, meaning
Black people:
White people that would always think I was mean just because of my facial expression.
‘We always thought you were mean until we got to meet you then you cool. You’re a
great person. You always make sure that everybody is okay. You’re respectful. You’re
humble and you’re hungry. You’ve got drive that most people don’t have. I don’t want
them to be like they always be like ‘oh yeah he’s loud. He’s too flamboyant. He’s cocky
and arrogant and he just only thinks about himself.’ (Transcript 2, p. 4-5)
In articulating the lack of exposure his peers had experienced, James also expressed, in the above
quote, in what ways his interaction with other groups of people, specifically White people
changed their perspective.
Participant Four: Cedric
At the time of our interview, the fourth student-athlete, Cedric, attended a PWI in the
northeast U.S. and is from a southeastern state in the U.S. At 23 years old he was currently in his
second year at his then university, starting on his football team both as a corner and defensive
back. Before attending his then university, Cedric attended a university ranked as Division 2 and
also a Junior College. Cedric did not begin playing football until his 9th grade year in high
school. He identified as Black and recalled special education experiences starting in grade
school. Cedric also explained his family dynamics throughout his P-12 experiences and how
they impacted his interest in football:
I had to grow up fast. Life wasn’t easy…my financial situation and everything from
that…like the ultimate problem was the financial situation. Okay I was born into this…
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situation, this area, level of life. My parents were separated, well not even separated.
They were never married. My mom was basically a single parent. My dad was in and
out the picture you know. I never blame him ´cause it was just his circumstances. As I
got older, I understood that but it was just me and my mom at first, like sleeping in a onebedroom house to a car parked to taking a bath in the laundry mat. That’s just what the
situation was. Even when we were on our feet, it wasn’t stable. (She) would have to
work three/four jobs. That’s really why I wanted to play football. (Transcript 1, p. 3)
After explaining his family dynamics, Cedric detailed his P-12 experiences, particularly
his transition from public to preparatory to magnet school:
I started. I believe I went to Pre-K. Basically, I moved from there to another
neighborhood with public schools. Then, I was blessed to be able to go to a preparatory
school, middle school, and that was a lot better than the elementary schools I went to. As
far as my education, I was actually learning. Knowing that my elementary school was…
just understanding the…I got a letter saying I would be able to (attend the preparatory
middle school), that I could go. You had to sign up and pass a screening or whatever. It
was either go to the preparatory school or go to the middle school in the neighborhood
which all my friends, all my neighborhood friends went to but I knew at that time that I
wanted to at least try to get in (to the preparatory middle school) and I was accepted and
that’s how that came about. After that, I went to high school. It was a public school. I
was in the IB program at first. So, I started IB and then I went to CIS, the program below
IB. (Transcript 1, p. 1 & 3)
In detailing the learning differences between his elementary and middle school
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experiences, Cedric explained that funding, teacher quality, and repetitive curriculum were
significant issues. In further reflection, Cedric discussed his academic difficulties explaining that
in elementary school, he was always ahead and that his intelligence was evident, despite the fact
that he was told he had ADHD and learned more slowly than his peers. Cedric stated, “I was in
that class. Public schools sometimes have programs within that school system for certain
students that have special needs or need extra help and I was in that mix not even a whole year in
second grade. There was a certain period of time I would go to that class and I would go back. I
don’t think I belonged in the classroom” (Transcript 1, p. 4). Cedric then described how his
learning trajectory changed, explaining:
There was a certain teacher we had but the teacher ended up being fired, the teacher that
put me in that class. I am not sure exactly how it happened but somebody that worked
there on the staff saw what was going on and came and asked me questions like ‘What
are you doing here?,’ something along those lines and shortly after I was removed (and
placed back in general education). (After that) I was always on A/B honor roll.
(Transcript 1, p. 4)
In further detailing the learning differences between his elementary and middle school
experiences, Cedric continued:
I don’t know but when I went to (the middle school), it was a challenge. I wanted to be
challenged. Like that was the thing. I wasn’t being challenged in elementary school. I
feel like a lot of people, especially looking back on it now, never even had a chance to
chase that potential, actually learning how to learn. At (the middle school) it wasn’t just
about the material it was about how you approach the material and how the material is

86

being told and taught to you. So that’s what I say was the major difference. (Transcript
1, p. 2)
In articulating that he wanted and needed more and how football impacted his thinking,
Cedric expounded:
Personally, I knew I wanted to play football. Before I could even understand how to play
football, I knew I wanted to play but shoot I was like, ‘if you wanna´ do this, your grades
have to be good for that.’ That was always why…it translated over to me actually liking
to learn in that aspect as well as the sports aspect. Even as kid, I was always curious
about whatever was put in front in me so I guess that’s why I wanted to learn and be the
best in class. Academics was the way out; well I am not going to say that. That was
what was pushed. From a lower income family, having an education is what we are told
we have to do make it out that situation. The only thing we know to get us out that
situation is to get an education. Even like people that didn’t get an education, things we
hear and what we are told ‘son you need to get an education or you’re going to be stuck
like such and such.’ That’s all I wanted to do was not be in that situation and help my
family and people that was in like that situation get out of that situation so that’s why I
chased education and that was why it was important to me as a youth. (Transcript 1, p. 23)
The importance of education was instilled by his mother. “My mom was the first
to put that…she taught me how to write with both hands. When I was doing homework like I’m
always getting distracted. I mean she wouldn’t let me do certain things until I got that work
done, you know the typical ‘how it should be’ mother role” (Transcript 1, p. 5-6). This value
was also instilled by his coaches, peers, and “ole’ heads” that ‘saw what he was doing on the
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football field’ (Transcript 1,p. 3). They told him, “get your education and the football will
handle itself” (P4, Transcript 1, p. 3). When he first signed up for football, Cedric and his
mother were not aware that there would be a fee. His first football coach paid that initial fee.
That coach took me in and helped me out and made sure I was still focused in school like
when my moms was going through stuff. I stayed with them…over weekends. I still go
over there to this day. I don’t know if that family wasn’t there who would’ve stepped in,
not even step in but like be there the way they did. So that was somebody that helped
another family out. (Transcript 1, p. 5)
In discussing why he stuck with football, Cedric simply stated, “Football was
what caught my eye” (Transcript 1, p. 2).
I played baseball and basketball but it was an escape, playing in the neighborhood with
just my neighborhood friends, I got to play it as thoroughly as everyone else and I wanted
to play with my friends; football was their escape. Back then I didn’t look at it like that
really but I get it now. Going outside, kicking it with your friends, you could actually be
a part of something and be away from what you…some kids have to face…circumstance
and situation. I could’ve been a basketball player but football was just my attraction.
(Transcript 1, p. 2-3)
Cedric did not spend his whole college career at a D1 PWI but “went to a D2 school
right out of high school…for two years and then…to a Ju-Co community college and then
transferred to” his current university (Transcript 2, p.1-2). He was the “first Ju-Co player that
they took or brought in” (Transcript 2, p. 1). His transferring was strategic.
So, outa high school I went D2. I stayed there for a year and a half and just went with it.
I just accepted it but I always felt like I could do more that I wanted to chase, I always
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wanted to be a D1 player. I was obviously more talented, like ahead of the competition.
So, I took a chance but I also got hurt and that also led me to wanting to transfer and go
Ju-Co, gave me time to really think and not settle. I didn’t want to settle. I ended up
transferring. I didn’t tell my mother about it until the weekend I was leaving. I bought
my own bus ticket. That so happened to be the school that Last Chance U covered for
their season three. That was also a blessing that I didn’t know about. From Ju-Co I was
blessed to earn over ten offers and I ended up at (current university). (Transcript 2, p. 2)
In discussing current academics at his university, Cedric stated that he chose kinesiology
and health, “studying the mechanics of the body” (Transcript 2, p. 1) as his major. He further
explained:
I didn’t really choose it. They kind of put me in it. It’s a split of SLAM, Sports
Leadership and Management and kinesiology but the reason that I take a lot of
kinesiology classes is that because I just didn’t want to take classes that were basically a
major for like coaching and working in positions like that and I didn’t just want to take
(that). At the time everything was seeming to be rushed. They just wanted to throw me
into that major so taking those classes was a way to still get something that I wanted out
of it. (Transcript 2, p. 1)
Furthermore, he described his university as a “system”, a helpful system but a system
nonetheless (Transcript 2, p. 2).
They got certain advisors just for the football team. You got your regular advisors just
for the school and then you got advisors that are specifically for the football team. We
have tutors. They are people that help set up meeting times to help you get organized and
basically you just gotta´ check in with them at all times and they report everything you
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doin´ back to the coaches. That’s the most positive thing I can say about it. (Transcript
2, p. 2)
Despite the challenges, Cedric explained that his experience as a student-athlete
has helped him “go against the resistance”.
I kept trying to plug into these different worlds but succeed in both of them (academics
and athleticism)…not just the resistance of being a student athlete and having to go to
class. I am saying as far as everything else that come wit´ it. Be ‘either or’ like
sometimes you just go through them times where you don’t wanna…you put so much
energy into football you don’t wanna…it take so much energy outa´ ya´ and you gotta´
go back and be a student and also you gotta go against the stigmas you know. Certain
teachers don’t like athletes and certain teachers do and everything that come wit´ it,
teaching you how to do deal with adversity. (Transcript 2, p. 2)
He described this experience not as a positive but as ‘making the best of the situation he
was given’ and that if given the opportunity he would change his major to what ‘he wanted it to
be’ (Transcript 2, p. 3).
Something that I would be more willing to learn you know something that is worth all the
time I am putting into it. It’s not that I don’t feel like the major I’m in is not worth the
time I’m putting into it but I would just like to have that choice. Some people get to
make that choice and now that I am sitting back looking at it, I could have made that
choice but coming in being the first Ju-Co player and everything going so fast. I was also
a mid-year transfer, mid-semester. So that was also a factor and I mean I’m coming from
the stigma of you gotta´ be a football player for somebody like me just to go to school.
With me thinking that the grass is greener on the other side, I just went with it without me
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pulling my own strings. To make it clear like once I have kids, I’m not the one that’s
going to force football and sports onto my kids and I am also not going to force education
on my kids…a formal education. (Transcript 2, p. 2-4)
The above quote explains how Cedric valued education but also recognized that traditional
education systems have failed Black children. Because of this Cedric decided that he would not
force his children to unnecessarily spend time in a system that does not work for them any longer
than they have to.
Speaking of “somebody like me”, Cedric described himself as “African American” but
provided much more context to this concept. The following transcript excerpt explains the
progression of the conversation around race and ethnicity between the interviewer and Cedric.
The data that resulted from this conversation did not occur by happenstance, but rather through a
series of back and forth commentary, as reflected below:
Interviewer: Your race – your ethnicity – how would you describe that?
Cedric: I don’t wanna’ go too deep so ‘African American.’
Interviewer: You could go deep.
Cedric: I mean I don’t really believe in the whole label of race I mean ethnicity cause it’s
different you know different races of people in different areas of the world but my
ethnicity is not like…that’s Black / White?
Interviewer: So, race is Black/White. Ethnicity is like ‘African American.’ So which…
Cedric: You askin´ or tellin´?
Interviewer: Yeah, I was saying if you’re talking about race, you’re talking about
Black/White. If you’re talking about ethnicity, it is like ‘African American,’ ‘Caribbean

91

American.’ So which one is it that you really don’t subscribe to, your race or your
ethnicity?
Cedric: Ethnicity. I mean I’m Black. That’s the color of my skin. I got melanin.
Interviewer: …and that’s what it is.
Cedric: Yeah.
Interviewer: No. That’s fine. You describe yourself however you want. (Transcript 2, p.
4-5).
Cedric was asked if he had any difficulty as a Black student athlete. After much
pause, he replied affirmatively, “Yes I have” (Transcript 2, p. 5). Cedric then specified the
difficulty that he had experienced:
So once again a minority like myself who hasn’t really seen a lot of scenery or traveled a
lot besides just traveling to these different schools, hasn’t really communicated in a way
that is like ‘broad’ and coming to a university that is very mixed in race, not even mixed,
very dominated a certain way, it’s a few African Americans that go here so going to class
and being the only Black person is a challenge or that was a challenge, learning how to
communicate with different people was also a challenge. I never had to face that
challenge. I was never presented that challenge. There’s certain ways how certain
people move so I had to adapt. Adapting was the biggest challenge, without
compromising myself and I say that because when you adapt you change but we are
always changing, we are always growing as human beings. Period. But I mean it was
uncomfortable at first. So, you know being in that uncomfortable situation you could
easily either close yourself in which also limits yourself or you can grow or you can
change, change from who you were into a totally different person. And when I say
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‘change,’ I don’t mean change in the way of a caterpillar to a butterfly but change in a
way of like just forgettin´ who you were. So those were the challenges that I faced but I
did change in the idea of transforming from a caterpillar to a butterfly. You know it may
not be, that was my, you know, I was strong enough to do that but some people may not
be strong enough that’s in the same boat. (Transcript 2, p. 5-6)
In the aforementioned quote, Cedric unpacks what it is like to, not only be a Black studentathlete, but what it is like living while Black in America (Khazan, 2018). It is not that living
while Black in America is a monolithic experience but there are experiences that Black people
and communities share that represent the essence of physical, emotional, and social separation
they face in a society crafted for White, abled, middle to upper class people and societies.
Talking with White people can be incredibly uncomfortable, particularly if one has not had
previous exposure. Communication is often an exercise in futility, not because of differences in
language, but because attempting to convey thoughts and ideas to White people can often be, at
best difficult, and at worst futile, in large part due to differences in experiences, the way these
experiences are conveyed, and the lack of understanding that White persons have in relation to
the experiences of Black people in this country (Eddo-Lodge, 2017; Ocbazghi, 2019). More
specifically, Cedric explained the way that interacting with White dominant societies changes
Black people and the difficulties faced when attempting to function in dominant societies that
force assimilation of divergent cultures into the narrow framework of “Americanism” (Pauker,
2015).
In summary, all participants possessed commonalities, including but not limited to their
experience and skill playing football, academic difficulty, and adjustment to new educational and
social environments. However, these participants also possessed characteristics unique to their
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own histories and identities. Their experiences differed in terms of socio-economic environment,
family dynamics, specificity and longevity of academic difficulty, college preparedness, selfdetermination skills, and future trajectories to name a few. These similarities and differences
created the intersectional experiences of participants that yielded rich data and significant
findings.
Themes and Codes
For the remainder of the chapter, the researcher outlines the themes and related codes that
emerged during analysis. First, the researcher explores the concepts of support, how support in
its various forms contributes to access to resources that can change social and educational
trajectories, and the way that supports and access produce capital for participants. Secondly, the
researcher explores the notion of institutional oppression, specifically the ways in which
participants experienced such oppression throughout their educational and athletic careers.
Finally, the researcher considers how the intertwined cultures of student-athleticism, disability,
and ethnicity work together to impact participant experiences.
The researcher used a constant comparative method of coding, consisting of open, axial,
and selective coding to further analyze interview data. The researcher used axial coding to build
connections between data, thereby developing emerging themes and codes (Corbin & Strauss,
1990; Kolb, 2012). Finally, the researcher used selective coding to unify and organize themes
and codes, thereby “making sense” of the data and drawing out salient concepts (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990, p. 4). By coding data from the onset of the study, the researcher employed an
inductive process, changing and adding codes according to the data after each interview. This
process also informed subsequent data collection as the researcher adjusted each interview
protocol to follow up on previous interviews. In developing themes and underlying codes, the
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researcher examined larger themes for subthemes/codes that reflected distinctions within theme
categories. Themes include supports, access, and capital; institutional oppression, external
factors, and the intertwined cultures of student-athleticism, disability, and ethnicity’s impact on
participant experiences.
Supports, Access, and Capital
The data revealed that participants received support in a variety of forms. Participants
received assistance, throughout their educational experiences, from different groups of people at
different points in time including but not limited to coaches, teachers, family members, and
neighbors. Additionally, actions of support and persons providing supports did not occur in
silos, but “crossed paths” during participant experiences and within the same periods of time
during participants’ lives. In summation, evidence of supports was not independent of one
another. Access and capital work as a connected experience. Capital received is not necessarily
tangible but is evidenced by the experiences as told by participants. The “support” serves as the
conduit and thus provides the “access” to new capital.
The data revealed three types of prominent support: familial, community, and academic.
Familial support includes any person providing support to the participant that is biologically
related to the participant or whom the participant himself labels a family member. For example,
Wesley did not relay any specific support received by a family member while Malachi, James,
and Cedric described instances of support from their parents: “My mom made sure that like
before we did any afterschool activity, that school work was done first” (James, Transcript 1, p.
3).
Community support incudes any person or organization providing social-emotional
support to the participant that is not considered a family member (teacher, coach, neighbor, etc.).
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Academic support includes any person or organization providing educational support to the
participant that is not considered a family member (teacher, coach, neighbor, etc.). The
significant difference between community and academic support is determined by the type of
support received. While community and academic support can be provided by persons with
similar occupations or positions within the participants’ lives, the type of support may differ.
While an academic support would be related strictly to helping the participant enhance his
learning in traditional school subject matter (e.g., math, reading, etc.), a community support
would be related to instruction, information, advice, mentorship, and/or tangible goods that are
not directly tied to learning in school. For example, while Wesley did not specify community
support of any kind, Malachi, James, and Cedric spoke of several instances of community
support that were integral to their success. Cedric revealed the influence a specific coach had on
his life: “That coach is still a big figure in my life today … he took me in and helped me out. I
stayed with them for a period of time. I don’t know if that family wasn’t there who would’ve
stepped in” (Transcript 1, p. 5). With respect to academic support, Wesley reinforced the idea
that his university thought of him as a “student-first” and he felt supported by is tutor who
‘always made sure that he was up ahead” (Transcript 2, p. 2). All participants received, at least
one form of support during their educational experiences.
Familial Supports. Levels of familial support varied between participants. Malachi
spoke about the support he received from his mother and grandfather, with whom he and his
mother lived for a period of time, describing his status as “middle class because we didn’t really
want for anything” because of the support of his grandfather. Malachi did not talk about his
mother in great detail, only in connection with their family’s economic state and having to move
in with and care for his grandfather. In contrast, Cedric described how his mother, despite
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economic difficulties and working multiple jobs, helped him as much as she was able: “My
mom was the first…she taught me how to write with both hands. (She) wouldn’t let me do
certain things until I got that work done” (Transcript 1, p. 5-6).
James’ experiences differed from the experiences of Malachi and Cedric in that he
articulated a level of familial support he received in greater detail and described such support as
having a significant impact on his upbringing. For example, James explained, “My mom is a
teacher. If schoolwork is not done then, no activities.” James also explained that his mother sat
with him while he completed his homework and that his father took time out to assist with his
homework as well (Transcript 1, pg. 3). Furthermore, when James experienced academic
difficulty, his parents secured additional assistance to help him regain his academic grounding in
mathematics: “I got outside help. A couple of my mom’s friends would open study sessions”
(Transcript 1, p.3). James’ familial support differed from that of fellow participants through the
explicit and targeted academic support he received from his mother and father.
Community Supports. Both Malachi and Wesley did not discuss experiences with
community supports that assisted in their journey through school. However, like James, Cedric
described his community support. Coaches, peers, and “ole’ heads” that observed his skill “on
the football field” and how they constantly reminded Cedric to ‘get his education and’ let ‘the
football handle itself’ (Transcript 1, p. 3). Cedric also experienced a great form of community
support from his first football coach, who not only paid his initial fee to play but also served as a
system of support when his mother could not. Cedric and this coach remain close to this day: “I
still go over there to this day” (Transcript 1, p. 5).
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Similar to the way in which James received an abundance of family support, he also received an
immense level of support from those outside his family unit: “My PE teacher always told me I’ll
be able to do great things. He broke me out my shell. He said I had leadership” (Transcript 2, p.
1-2). James also experienced further community support from his middle school basketball
coach, describing how his coach made sure he remained disciplined and respectful to other
people (Transcript 2, p. 1-2). While James’ familial support buttressed his academic success,
James’ experiences with community supports helped him develop his personality and, more
importantly, the way in which he characterized himself.
Academic Supports. Both Malachi and Wesley shared a particular commonality,
attending the same university making the similarities in their descriptions of academic supports
in college not entirely surprising. Both Malachi and Wesley shared the same academic support
person, provided specifically for them through the athletic department. As student athletes, both
Malachi and Wesley received extra supports and services through scheduling that included
mandatory time toward study, tutors to assist them in these mandatory sessions as well as oneon-one tutoring sessions. Many athletic programs at PWIs maintain separate academic structures
for student athletes, in part, because of the institutional need to maintain academic expectations
per NCAA guidelines. Athletic schedules, including practice and games, create an academic
lifestyle that does not always pair well with schedules and services for non-student-athletes.
Both Malachi and Wesley expressed that without the help of their tutor, they would not
have been successful thus far, explaining that their institutions centered student learning above
athletic pursuits. Malachi explained that when he first arrived on campus, that his assigned tutor
“already knew” what he needed to enrich his academic experience and achieve success. As he
put it, “she like packed it on”, sometimes extending their learning time together until he reached
the point of understanding (Transcript 2, p. 2). Likewise, Wesley expounded on his relationship
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with his academic tutor, expressing that his tutor helped in gaining confidence about his
academic abilities, even changing how he felt about himself as a scholar, and teaching him the
tools he needed to improve his reading comprehension skills. Furthermore, Wesley stated that he
is “doing good right now” and that his experiences with his tutor ‘opened his mind up to help
him realize that he can learn, especially with a little more help’ (Transcript 1, p. 3; Transcript 2,
p. 1)
While James’ mother served as his familial support, she also served as his academic
support, primarily because of the academic support that she provided to James before attending
college, making sure that he completed his school work before engaging in football or any other
extracurricular activity and instilling in him an overall appreciation for an emphasis on academic
pursuits. James described his university academic support favorably as well. Unlike James,
Malachi and Wesley expressed a deeper need for and interaction with their college academic
support systems. This difference could be attributed to the tailored and targeted services he
received in grade school.
Cedric described the level of academic support he received at each institution he
attended, in particular, the fluctuation in the degree to which he received helpful academic
support. Cedric also provided a rationale behind the types of supports and services he received
throughout. In recounting the differences between the three IHEs he attended, Cedric stated:
At the D2, I’ll break it down like this. At the D2 (university) it wasn’t that because I had
been exposed to certain levels financially and different programs, I would say they did
the best they could with D2 but it wasn’t the best at academics. I was put into like 18
credits my freshman year and I was playing as a freshman and I was also a pharmacy
major so it wasn’t like something that you could ‘get by.’ In Ju-Co, it was actually great
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like they actually cared about what they was doing. The advisors / coaches made sure
our players even though Ju-Co is like you know…you can either go there and play and
mess around and it is going to be on you if you don’t make it so they really didn’t have to
show that support but they still did and at the school that I am at now, I can say that it’s
there but it’s a system so yes it’s there but it’s also a system that they have which is not
bad you know, but in the long run they helped me. In the long run they helped me to the
best of their ability. It’s all about the certain people that you link with. This is how they
got it laid out. They got certain advisors just for the football team, like you got your
regular advisors for the school and you got advisors specifically that have their own
department for the football team and we got tutors. They aren’t really tutors but they
help you set up meetings times and get organized and basically you gotta´ check in with
them at all times and they report everything you’re doing back to the coaches. That’s the
most positive thing I can say about it. (Transcript 2, p. 2-3)
Cedric also described academic supports in the form of “old heads” who told him
“son you need to get an education so you are not stuck in this spot like ‘such and such’.”
As Cedric stated, “old heads that seen what I was doing on the football field” constantly
reminded him how important education was, reinforcing the early educational support he
received from his mother. Unlike other participants, Cedric also described his academic
support experiences by delving into non-examples of support including differences in
funding, teacher quality, and curriculum:
It was funding, the quality of the teachers and not like the teachers themselves but
the materials and what they was trying to teach, the environment. I mean you had
kids that...a lot of kids were misled in elementary school. There wasn’t an
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explanation…no learning. It was more like it (the curriculum) was pushed on us
or we didn’t learn anything at all. It was the same stuff we were always doing. I
was advanced at that age and the material just wasn’t catching my…like it was
easy. Everybody was passing and I just knew I wasn’t learning. I wanted to be
challenged. That was the thing. I wasn’t being challenged in elementary school.
I feel like a lot of people, especially looking back on it now, never even had a
chance to chase that potential, actually learning how to learn. At (the middle
school) it wasn’t just about the material, it was about how you approach the
material and how the material is being told and taught to you. So that’s what I say
was the major difference. (Transcript 1, p. 2)
The lack of support Cedric and his peers received (during elementary and high school)
“wasn’t learning.” ‘ A lot of people…never even had a chance to chase that potential, (to)
actually learn how to learn’ (Transcript 1, p.2). Cedric described instruction being pushed on
him and his student peers at best and, at worst, not learning “anything at all.” As indicated in
this quote, he thought that maybe he knew he was not learning and knew that he needed and
wanted to be challenged because he was advanced. Finally, Cedric received a profound level of
academic support when a teacher recognized that he did not belong in his current 2 nd grade
classroom and elected to change his placement.
Institutional Oppression
This theme addresses the concept of institutional oppression in its various forms as evidenced by
participant data. Institutional oppression differs from individual instances of oppression in that
such oppression deals with systems rather than person to person experiences (Hyland &
Heuschkel, 2009). More specifically, the term “institutional oppression” deals with how policies
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and practices of organizations marginalize specific groups while privileging others (Hyland &
Heuschkel, 2009). In reviewing the data, three specific forms of institutional oppression
emerged: knowledge and understanding of special education systems and practices, majors, and
other external factors. The first form includes ways that participants misunderstood special
education systems and, specifically, their experiences with this system. The second form
includes the majors in which the participants were enrolled the degree to which they were
involved in choosing their majors. The third form includes external (e.g. socio-economic)
factors that affected the trajectories and experiences of participants. Overall, participants’
knowledge and understanding of their personal experiences with special education demonstrated
a massive break down in instructional systems within their grade schools during the time of their
attendance at these schools. The result of such break down within these special education
systems created marginalized and destructive instructional experiences for participants.
Additionally, participants experienced oppression from external forces outside the school system
such as economic adversity, relational obligations, and differences in family structures.
Knowledge and Understanding of Special Education Systems and Practices.
Malachi was identified with a disability and this identification impacted his learning and
influenced the way he viewed his educational experience. Malachi repeated sixth grade and
struggled to meet proficiency in math, reading, and writing. No one intentionally explained to
him that he had been diagnosed with a learning disability and much of his understanding came
from external factors (e.g. classroom observation, peers):
I don’t know if it was real special education but it was like some remedial classes. I went
to a school that put you in your right grade. I went to that school and if I did good at that
school I was supposed to be put in 7th grade. I didn’t do as good so I had to do 6th grade
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all over again. So I went to a regular middle school where I had to do 6th grade all over
again, at the regular school. I did three years of middle school, 6,7, and 8th. It was like a
class that had remedial but it was only like a couple of us in that class (4th grade). I don’t
remember getting talked to about it (special education placement). It was only a couple
of us and when I was in a regular math class, I didn’t get the same help as when I was in
a remedial class. When my friends were like, ‘you in that class. I thought that class was
just for special people’ or something like that. (Transcript 1, p. 2-3)
In relating how he felt about himself during this time, Malachi stated:
I didn’t feel normal because my academics wasn’t up to par with my peers. I can recall
my friends saying, ‘you in that class? I thought that class was for low stupid people’ or
something like that but I was the kid that still had peers in the regular classes and stuff. It
was only like for math but like social studies I’d be in regular classes. (Transcript 1, p. 3)
Malachi stated that he was in special education program both in 4th grade and his freshman year
in high school.
Wesley’s experience was similar to Malachi’s experience in that he too was not aware
that he was identified and enrolled in a special education program until after this period of his
schooling had passed. No one “expressly sat down” with Wesley and explained it to him.
Wesley was never “in a room with someone, a teacher who specialized in talking to” him ‘about
his new placement’ (Transcript 1, p. 3). Wesley said he figured it out along the way: “It was
always like 6 people in the class. Our hall was separated from the normal kids’ hall. I had the
one teacher that always told me that I was supposed to be ‘in here’ and so like that’s how it
dawned on me like ‘What does she mean by be in here?’ This is different than “out there.”
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When asked if he was familiar with the term “IEP” or “504”, Wesley stated, “no mam”
(Transcript 1, p. 3-4).
When asked specifically the circumstances around his promotion from 5th to 6th grade,
Wesley explained that he had not been held back a grade but that it (school) “was going so well
that they moved me forward. I didn’t want to but they just did it” (Transcript 1, p. 3). Wesley
deduced that he had been labeled with a learning disability and enrolled in a special education
program based on disparaging remarks from peers and small statements from teachers and other
educational stakeholders. “In middle school I used to always get teased because I couldn’t read
and stuff like that and get laughed at. It made me not want to read anymore, like not even
believe that I can even do it because of the fact that they always clowned me when I tried and I
didn’t want to try anymore” (Transcript, 1. P. 4). Furthermore, Wesley explained that he was
enrolled in “remedial classes” in which he was excelling. In recounting his experiences and how
these led to a lack of self-efficacy, Wesley’s explanation indicated that it was not just one
individual experience that created his beliefs, but a series of events and experiences that created a
mindset for this participant.
When asked how he learned the term “remedial”, Wesley responded, “to be honest with
you, TV” (Transcript 1, p. 3). Adding to the support of institutional oppression, Wesley also
reflected on the students that were in those remedial classes with him and the consequences,
explaining that he was not the only one who was misplaced and that peers in class with him at
the time were also experiencing a “miseducation” (Woodson, 1933), so much so that if these
students wanted to transition to college, they had to complete an extra step by passing the GED.
In relating the differences between his experience and his peers, Wesley stated, “I was just one of
the few who was able to get a scholarship and do…be in college right now” (Transcript 2, p. 3).
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Based on Wesley’s first-person narrative, these classes did not prepare him for college,
much less for life after 12th grade. Wesley explained that his public school experience shorted
him educationally and that he “never had the opportunity to learn more about what other people
knew” (Transcript 1, p. 1-3). Upon entering Ju-Co, Wesley’s educational experiences improved
because “they knew the situation and the academic advisor worked with me heavily” although
his lack of educational preparation resulted in his ineligibility to play football during his first
year. “They say high school is supposed to prepare you for college but I never got prepared like
the other students did” (Transcript 1, p. 1-3).
In discussing the educational changes he experienced in college, Wesley explained
It’s like not just, I don’t want to use this word because Ms. __________ doesn’t like this
word but you know the ‘R’ word. Everybody is normal people but they don’t have the
major disabilities that you would think of when you hear the ‘R’ word. Like they can still
understand. It just takes time so like it just basically just learning the little stuff over
again but I was like in there all four years of high school. (Transcript 2, p. 3-4)
Cedric’s experiences resemble those of Malachi and Wesley.
…and that was another reason why like in elementary school I was always ahead of as far
as intelligence my intelligence was there. They said I had ADHD and learned things
slower than other students. I mean I don’t know. I was in that class…it was like
so…public schools sometimes have programs within that school system for certain
students. Like it may be for certain students that have special needs or need extra help
and I was in that mix not even a whole year…second grade…It was a certain period of
time I would go to that class and I would go back. I never understood…honestly, I really
don’t think I belonged in the classroom (Transcript 1, p. 4)
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Cedric’s trajectory changed when:
It was a certain teacher we had but the teacher end up being fired that put me in that class.
I am not sure exactly how it happened but somebody that worked there on the staff kind
of seen what was going on and came and asked me questions like ‘Whatchu´ doin´ here´,
something along those lines and like shortly after I was removed (and placed back in
general education). (After that) I was always on A/B honor roll. (Transcript 1, p. 4)
At the same time, Cedric’s educational oppression was mixed with experiences that debunked his
need for special education services for learning disabilities. Cedric attended a preparatory
school, where he really began to feel as if he was learning, really learning. Cedric then went to a
public high school, where he was enrolled in the IB program and then the CIS program.
Majors. Participants outlined how they “selected” their majors. Interviews revealed that
these student-athletes did not have complete autonomy over their choice of majors and, in
essence, their scheduling. These factors contributed to the overall theme of institutional
oppression. Malachi stated:
Communications. It was just what all my friends, teammates I came with my freshmen
year, was going in and I didn’t really know what I wanted to do but I know I wanted
to...at first I was going to do business because I wanted to open up a hotel but it got a
little too hard for me so I just moved to communications and I have been doing good in
Communications. The counselors make the schedule. That major help me a lot from the
writing and reading. (Transcript 2, p. 2)
Wesley, who attended the same university as Malachi, was also a Communications major.
Participant Four, Cedric, also expressed his process of “choosing” a major, that he did not really
choose his major but that he was placed in that major due to a variety of reasons including but
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not limited to his transfer status and the need to accommodate football scheduling and
requirements: “I didn’t really choose it. They kind of put me in it” (Transcript 2, p. 1) .
Other External Factors.
Economics and Family. While James had demonstrative family support, Malachi,
Wesley, and Cedric revealed different experiences. Cedric recounted his childhood experiences
and the external factors that created challenging circumstances for a route to success (e.g. impact
of being raised by a single parent, lack of sufficient income, unstable housing). He explained
that, for him and other neighborhood kids, football in the neighborhood was an escape, an escape
from the challenging circumstances that he and his neighborhood peers faced, a time and place
where they could all forget about what they had to deal with beyond the field. When asked about
specific negative external factors, Cedric stated:
Life wasn’t easy…my financial situation and everything from that…like the ultimate
problem was the financial situation. Okay I was born into this… situation, this area, level
of life. My parents was separated, well not even separated. They were never married.
My mom was basically a single parent. My dad was in and out the picture you know. I
never blame him cause it was just his circumstances his situation you know. As I got
older I understood that but it was just me and my mom at first, like sleeping in a one
bedroom house to a car parked to taking a bath in the laundry mat. That’s just what the
situation was. Even when we was on our feet, it wasn’t stable. (She) have to work
three/four jobs. That’s really why I wanted to play football. (Transcript 1, p. 3)
Malachi recalled a set of similar parenting circumstances and the responsibility of helping
to take care of his grandfather while he and his mother lived with his grandfather:
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I had an elderly grandfather what was going through dementia so I wouldn’t be on time
because I had to help my mom, like pick him up and stuff like that. In the morning, I
would have to help my mother get my grandfather ready and sometimes that would make
me late for school. (Transcript 1, p. 3)
The Intertwined Cultures of Student-Athleticism, Disability, and Ethnicity’s Impact on
Participant Experiences
Culture is not monolithic and the data reflects this assertion. For instance, despite
Wesley’s previous struggles with self-doubt and the struggle to find his sense of normalcy (“Our
hall [was] separated from the normal kids’ hall. I had the one teacher that always told me that I
was supposed to be ‘in here’ …This is different than ‘out there’. Transcript 1, p. 3-4), he
described himself as a hard worker who listens intently and follows directions well but also
struggles with imposter syndrome and the self-doubt:
I’m very good at following directions and learning quickly because we have a different
play every day. I think I’m very coachable and always able to take directions and apply
them to work. I’m a hard worker. I listen and adapt to what is going on. I’m always
looking to play the best role that helps the team and I’m always on time. Talking in front
of people, I would say that is my biggest strength right now. (Transcript 3, p. 1-2)
In referencing his improvement regarding his personal confidence, Wesley stated:
I mean it got that way when I got up here because they actually helped me. I was on the
borderline but I was doing good. I was understanding the work and stuff like that and
second year, I was great. I’m currently doing good right now. So, like it opened my
mind up to make me believe that I can learn. I just need a little more help (and the right
people. (Transcript 1, p. 3; Transcript 2, p. 1)
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Although Wesley has gained some personal footing during his time in college, these experiences
have also left him with a new kind of isolation and necessity for introversion as he sought to
adapt to a new geographic and social setting:
…com(ing) to a new culture and just adapt to it has been somewhat ‘ok’ I guess…like
being here around a lot of Caucasian people and having them like actually communicate
with Black people so like it just took me a good minute to adapt to that because that’s one
thing that I am not used to coming from where I’m from…its White too but we don’t
communicate like that. I stay at home. (Transcript 2, p. 2-3)
In relation to his schooling and ethnicity, Wesley provided insightful feedback. When asked
how his race/ethnicity impacted his experiences as a student, learner, athlete, he stated:
I would think that impacted me as a student because of the fact that where I came from,
it’s like, it just wasn’t the best education and I think that that’s maybe all part of the fact
because I’m African American. I wasn’t able to get into the best schools or get the best
teachers, get the ones who would take the time and actually work with me and help me
out. So, I think that that’s a part of being African American. (Transcript 3, p. 2)
In the aforementioned quote, Wesley recognized that he did not have a quality
educational experience, alluding to his understanding of educational disparities that impacted his
learning experiences and ability to transition to college with the preparation that he should have
or could have been afforded. Participant Three, James, also discussed the nature of his
Blackness, particularly related to his post-secondary experiences and the way he chooses to
conduct himself. James discussed the common opinion that “Blacks should just play sports” and
that he strives to dispel this notion and other false narratives such as “Black men are aggressive”:
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My first year and a half, just by me being a football player everybody looked at me like
‘oh he is this big Black guy and he looks aggressive’ until they really meet me they (say)
‘oh he’s a real cool person. He’s smart. He’s intelligent. This is a guy that you want to
have in your corner for the rest of your life. He changes my perspective - how I look at
others’…White people that would always think like I was mean just because of my facial
expression. ‘We always thought you were mean until we got to meet you then (we
realized) you (were) cool. You’re a great person. You always make sure that everybody
is okay. You’re respectful. You’re humble and you’re hungry. You’ve got drive that
most people don’t have…I don’t want them to (say) ‘oh yeah he’s loud. He’s too
flamboyant. He’s cocky and arrogant and he just only thinks about himself’. (Transcript
2, p. 4-5)
James’s identity was strongly tied to his family duties, in particular, making his parents proud,
which included completing his degree. What his identity was not tied to was football. James’
experiences with football were an additive to his being largely due to the support dynamics
provided by his family. Some of the incentives that the possibility of football presented to these
participants were not incentives that were desirable to James, in large part, because he already
possessed much of what other participants in this study did not, financial security and
educational support for example. During further discussion, James provided possible reasons for
why he experienced academic success when many of his teammates did not:
I would say, some of their parents didn’t really push them about like education you
know…they (are) just relying on their athletic ability to get them to the next level. That’s
why I would tell my teammates, you know, you really can’t use sports as a crutch you
know just to get by in life. So, I would always tell them, ‘this education, this knowledge
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is way more important than just playing sports because playing sports it could be your
last game at any day at any moment but knowledge you can have knowledge for the rest
of your life.’ (Transcript 2, p. 1-2)
In contrast to other participants, Cedric described his ethno-racial identity differently:
expressing that, while he identifies as Black, he does not subscribe to the notion of
African-Americanism. In contrast and in a deeply symbolic way, Cedric’s identity was
very much tied to his survival which was very much tied to being a football player which
was very much tied to his academic success. Cedric explained that, while he focused on
football, he realized that academics were essential to this process. Without comparable
grades, Cedric knew he would not be able to be successful on the field. He also reflected
on the wisdom of his neighbors who would remind him that getting an education was
essential to transitioning out of his neighborhood.
In describing himself, Cedric stated:
I wanna´ be my own boss. The hardest working person they know, easy to get along
with, very loving, unusual. I don’t move how everybody else move. It’s a part of my
personality I guess. (I am a) fighter, a warrior, always finding an answer for things,
whether in the classroom, in a situation, I’m always intellectually curious. Whatever I
put my mind to, I’m going to do it regardless. No matter how many times I have to fall
down and slip Ima keep going and that’s why where I am at today because of me just
persevering and not being told “no”, not letting “no” affect me. (Transcript 3, p. 2)
When discussing how his identity and success were impacted by his educational experiences in
particular, Cedric stated:
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I had some teachers that really impacted my educational career and also impacted me in
life period but I also had some teachers that just impacted me by just being there. Every
teacher, professor I had impacted me in a way, whether it was just them being a teacher
or actually personally touching me or helping me. So, I mean in P-12 I can say that. As
far as college, I had to earn the scholarship – athletic scholarship. Some professors also
helped me, went beyond their way. I wouldn’t even say “beyond their way” like they just
did the human thang to do, the humane thing to do when it comes to showing love like
naturally genuinely showing love. You know you got some teachers that have certain
ways and they certain perspective and you know that kind of show through some of their
actions, like they personal feeling show…if that makes sense but overall yes, it has
impacted me positively and negatively. (Transcript 3, p. 2-3).
In conclusion, these themes and codes served as a way of understanding the experiences of
students, athletes, of people, of my people. This study bore forth knowledge regarding the
intersectionality of foundational identities ever present in the African American community and
revealed, not only the application of research to experience for this community but for the
community of “human” as well and the necessity of compassionate action if we, as educational
stakeholders, truly wish to attain anti-racist, anti-ableist, and just educational experiences for all
students.
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Chapter Five
Discussion
In chapter five, the researcher discusses findings and their relation to extant literature. In
particular, the researcher discusses the notion and reality of insufficient economic and
educational Resources; unequal educational experiences; eligibility, majors, and the
interconnectedness of football and scholarship; and interest convergence and oppression. The
researcher includes implications for research and policy and limitations of the study. The
researcher concludes with a discussion related to the fellowship experienced between researcher
and participants. Throughout chapter five, the researcher also connects the theoretical
framework, discrit theory, with findings from participant responses, examining the entwined
nature of disability and race, and how these have worked in tandem to disable participants and
undermine their educational experiences.
Insufficient Economic and Educational Resources
Overall, participants possessed insufficient economic resources and received subpar
educational opportunities throughout their childhood. While this statement reflects participants’
description of their educational experiences, this statement is not reflective of how participants
explicitly described their economic experiences. Participants detailed their socioeconomic
experiences but never described these experiences as “insufficient”. However, their narratives
support current data, larger bodies of knowledge, and extant literature regarding the
disproportionate numbers of Black/African American families and communities who experience
nationally defined poverty and inequitable instruction in schools.
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In particular Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric described experiences that include
characteristics of segregated communities: lack of interactions with other demographic groups
of people, access to specific extracurricular activities, and access to schools that could have
provided potentially a deeper quality of learning opportunities. Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric
made specific mention of their lack of experiences with White peoples and communities, while
James, the participant who possessed more economic resources, described interacting with White
people throughout his life. Both Malachi and Cedric described their lack of access to
extracurricular activities because of what their neighborhoods did not have, while James
described his continuous exposure to extracurricular activities throughout his childhood.
Similarly, Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric detailed their inequitable educational experiences.
Wesley and Cedric explicitly used words and phrases that specifically indicated that they
believed their educational experiences to be inadequate.
These participant data connect to the larger body of literature related to residential and
school segregation. As Denton (1996) and colleagues have explained, residential segregation
beget school segregation, creating a cycle of decreased educational opportunities (e.g.
postsecondary opportunities) (Sullivan & Bal, 2013) and resources for marginalized students of
color, in particular Black/African American students (Rivkin, 2013; Skiba, 2005). Issues of
socioeconomic hardship (e.g. a meso cosmic issue) have always been a part of the Black
experience in the U.S. (Ajilore, 2019). Participant experiences reflect the redirection of resources
through the “officially sanctioned use of…power,” a form of power that needs to be combatted
with equal purpose (Rothstein, 2015, p. 26). At some point, Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric all
lived in “Niggertowns”, spaces and places sanctioned for Black/African American communities
and families, in part due to the country’s longstanding discriminatory housing segregation
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practices (Denton, 1996; Rothstein, 2015; Schwartz, 1976). These three participants experienced
subpar instruction and placement, crippling their ability to be academically prosperous (Conner,
et al., 2016). Unfortunately, their subpar educational experiences included inadequate special
education identification, placement, and instruction, which also bolsters the validity of extant
literature regarding the unbalanced nature of special education systems and practices for certain
student groups of color, in this case, African American students (Blanchett, 2010).
Separate and Still Unequal Educational Experiences
Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric’s narratives reveal issues pertaining to their instruction,
including special education assessment, identification, labeling, and instruction (CCBD, 2013;
Molett, 2013). Malachi and Wesley were impacted by inadequate instruction while Cedric was
impacted by both inadequate identification and instruction. Wesley’s experiences, in particular,
resulted in a lack of self-advocacy and in some cases, self-efficacy. For much of his P-12
education, Wesley felt as if he could not achieve what his peers achieved, especially
academically. For Wesley, this was not precipitated by one event, but rather the consistent
treatment he experienced throughout the years. As Wesley stated, “People should have a fair
shot at everything (Transcript 3, p. 4). In one of Wesley’s interviews, he expressed that the
dismal outcomes of his education were most likely, because he was Black. Historically,
Black/African American students with and without disabilities have not received the same
educational experiences as their peers. As a student identified with a disability, Wesley needed
an even more specific set of cultural services and accommodations. He did not receive these.
These findings are supported in extant literature concerning the use and sometimes
imposition of the label “learning disabled”3 for Black/African American students (Dunn, 1968;

In the context used, “learning disabled” is not “learning disabilities”. The researcher does not assert that the term
“learning disabilities” as a classification is the problem, but rather how society and educational stakeholders
3
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Sleeter, 1987,1993). In the case of Wesley, his identification as “learning disabled” was not as
beneficial for his learning as it should or could have been. Wesley possessed a lack of awareness
and understanding concerning his specific disability identification, his rightful accommodations,
or the implications of his disability. Wesley’s experiences support the positions and conclusions
of scholars (e.g. Dunn & Sleeter) who have contested the benefit of being identified with a
learning disability if a student is Black/African American and have asserted the intentional plan
and efforts of diminished education for these students under the guise of special education
labeling and services.
Malachi, Wesley, and Cedric discussed moments in their educational journeys where
their ability to make educable choices related to their instruction was stripped from them during
the implementation of special education “services”. Malachi’s educational trajectory was
heavily navigated by his athletic skill. Wesley’s educational trajectory was also navigated by his
athletic skill. However, within this path, Wesley experienced several hurdles from which even
this athletic prowess could not protect him, in particular, having to acquire a GED before being
able to pursue higher education or further athletic opportunities because the services he received
through special education did not equip him with the skills or coursework to attain a traditional
diploma. Cedric experienced placement in special education classes when this was clearly not an
appropriate academic placement for him. Furthermore, Cedric’s ability to manage his
educational trajectory was further hampered by his institution’s athletic requirements and the
way that these impacted his ability to choose his major. Both Wesley and Cedric explicitly
acknowledged the lack of self-advocacy they possessed at times when having this skill could

interpret the term and use the term, as a way to segregate subgroups and provide subpar educate for them. These
terms convey the difference between what should be and sometimes what is as in the legitimacy of having a learning
disability versus the illegitimacy / improper use of special education systems and practices.
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have aided them in increasing their ability to champion their learning needs and impact their
academic and social trajectories with more autonomy.
While not the complete history, in some ways, the history and (current) data of special
education reveals the ways in which special education practices and labels have served to
differentiate, in particular, white students from upper and middle class families from students
whose disabilities were more pronounced (e.g. physical disabilities, cognitive disabilities)
(McLaughlin, 2006). For example, Samuel Kirk (1963) coined the term “Learning Disabilities”
for a subgroup of students who demonstrated pervasive learning difficulties but who did not
possess the characteristics of other disability categories. During, at least, the first ten years of
identifying students with “learning disabilities”, White students were more likely to be identified
with learning disabilities compared to their Black peers (Sleeter, 1987). In contrast,
Black/African American students also experiencing learning difficulties were either more likely
to be identified with intellectual disabilities and emotional/behavioral disorders (Sleeter, 1987).
Only two decades post Brown v. Board of Education (Topeka, Kansas), this practice evoked the
memories of “separate but equal” schooling practices. This is an example of how the differential
application of special education has served as the impetus for the special education political
movement, where advocates for equitable education for students with disabilities began to use
political resources to pull policy levers to create laws protecting the educational rights of
students with disabilities (Blanchett, 2005; Ferri & Conner, 2005; Shealy et al., 2005; Skiba et
al., 2005).
Systemic and structural barriers impacted the lives of these Black/African American
student-athletes, including the way that they experienced public and special education. Further
research is warranted related to teaching and learning practices supporting self-advocacy and
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self-efficacy in culturally responsive ways. Of equal significance, the teaching workforce is not
diversifying equal to the rate of increases in student diversity (Boser, 2011; Carr, 2017; ED,
2016; Sleeter, 2008). As in the case of teaching self-advocacy and efficacy skills with a
culturally responsive approach, scholars advocate for a continual and ever-widening
consideration and implementation of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Education (Aronson &
Laughter, 2016; Dover, 2013). Researchers posit that diversifying the teacher workforce and its
practices in all content areas, including in special education, would help to balance the cultural
incompetence that permeates our school systems today, thereby mitigating some of the
inequitable experiences that marginalized students of color, including those identified with
learning disabilities, face (Gay, 2018). In order to ensure that all students have a chance at
equitable social and education experience, we must continue to work on recapturing the diversity
in teaching that existed pre Brown v. Board (Ladson-Billings, 2004). The consistent
implementation of Culturally Relevant, Responsive, and Sustainable Education practices would
help to center of issue of inequitable instruction and outcomes for all students. These efforts are
of particular importance considering the ways that societal systems and frameworks pilfer the
autonomy and liberation of Black people in this country. To counteract these detrimental
structures and efforts, our efforts must be (equally as) intentional. These issues also highlight the
importance of IDEA’s (2004) free and appropriate public education (34 CFR § 300.101) and the
need for further investigation regarding the violation of the rights of students with disabilities.
Eligibility, Majors, and the Harmony of Football and Scholarship
For Malachi, Wesley, James, and Cedric, the concept and art of football impacted the
trajectory of their lives in ways that clearly demonstrate the importance of the sport. For these
participants, football was not merely an extracurricular activity that took up space and time but
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an event that impacted their educational opportunities, perceptions of personal abilities and
successes, and life outcomes. All participants vocalized their love and appreciation for the game
as well as the opportunities availed through their continued participation in the sport. The
following section highlights the connections between the sport, participant experiences, larger
social issues, and discrit theory.
Eligibility. Eligibility is key (NCAA, 2017). Schools’ teams cannot compete if their
student-athletes do not meet minimum eligibility requirements (NCAA, 2017). Sports at IHEs
did not begin with specific guidelines. However, these guidelines developed as problems
emerged around the ability of institutions to maintain standards and to maintain standards that
were commensurate with other institutions. Nevertheless, because of stricter guidelines (Donner,
2006; Grant, 2002, 2003), specific groups of student-athletes experienced heightened eligibility
issues, causing yet another rift of inequity between African American student-athletes and their
white counterparts (Benson, 2000).
In 1973, the NCAA replaced its GPA requirement of 1.6 with a 2.0. To appease critics
that contested that eligibility requirements should include standardized test scores, the NCAA
instituted Proposition 48 in 1986, mandating GPA and standardized test score eligibility
requirements (Denbo, 2003; Gatemen, 2011). This raised concerns for Black/African American
students seeking college entry through sports (Gatemen, 2011), resulting in the institution of
Proposition 16 in 1996, designed to loosen eligibility requirements of the time (Gatemen, 2011).
NCAA touts the increase of overall GPAs and graduation rates through rigged narratives while
the gap between African American and white student-athletes swells (Southhall, 2016). For
example, the NCAA uses compiled GPAs of all athletes when reporting overall NCAA GPA
rates and increases, camouflaging the lower GPAs of student-athletes, primarily Black/African
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American student-athletes who play the sports that support prime sources of revenue (football
and men’s basketball) for the university and lesser attended sports.
What is more, scandals around playing “while ineligible” repeatedly emerge (Associate
Press, 2005; Gavin & Sayers, 2014; Smith, 2016; Wolverton, 2005), challenging the legitimacy
of college sports to provide space and opportunity for student-athletes to achieve academic
success. During scandal, schools are sometimes stripped of titles and teams are sometimes
suspended, impacting the ability of student-athletes to play (e.g. Florida State University – 2013,
North Carolina Chapel Hill – 2009, Notre Dame – 2012/2013).
Participant experiences demonstrated the lack of preparedness they faced upon entering
these PWIs. Some of these institutions possess(ed) high overall GPAs among student-athletes.
However, these high GPAs were not reflected in the grades of selected participants. Instead,
most of the participants in this study discussed their difficulties in attaining and maintaining
grades commensurate with university / NCAA requirements. In the case of, at least, three of the
four participants, these student-athletes were not adequately prepared for academic success at the
PWIs (sometimes Research One). The P-12 system they left did not equip them with the
academic skills to matriculate into the rigor of higher education without additive steps and
support. In the case of Wesley in particular, he was not prepared to enter any realm of higher
education before acquiring his GED. In some way, academic standards impeded most
participants’ smooth transition from high school to college, demonstrating the chasm between
NCAA requirements and actual educational circumstances of many student-athletes.
Furthermore, to the point that institutional violations impact student-athlete’s eligibility/ability to
play during college, these circumstances work with GPA and preparedness issues to disable

120

Black/African American student-athletes who are looking to this system for opportunity through,
during, and after their collegiate experiences.
Majors. The selection of majors also causes controversy as players are often funneled
into concentrations of study that may not warrant viable job opportunities post-undergrad but
prove beneficial for practice and game scheduling (Donner, 2005; Steinbach, 2011). Examples
of such majors include but are not limited to communications and sports management. These
majors do not necessarily result in an absolute lack of job opportunities. However, majors such
as communications and sports management require other factors to create viable job
opportunities (e.g. additional degree/skill attainment and social capital) (Best Value Schools,
n.d.; The Muse, n.d.; Top Universities, 2020).
Three of the four participants expressed that their majors were basically chosen on their
behalf. In and of itself, assistance with selecting a course of study is not a negative support.
However, when academic tutors, coaches, etc. obstruct a student’s ability to think and choose a
major (and minor) with autonomy, these actors further obstruct the promotion of that student’s
self-advocacy and self-efficacy skills. Like the ethno-racial integration of football (Barra, 2013;
Harvard University, 2016; Lewis, 2012; Loverro, 2013; The Southern Branch, 2014; University
of Maryland Athletics Hall of Fame, 2016; University of Southern California Black History
Month, 2015), the choosing of majors for student-athletes by actors in dominant positions speaks
to the significance of interest convergence (Bell, 1980). As explained in the previous chapter, an
extension of Bell’s (1980) interest convergence theory may not necessarily disadvantage
marginalized peoples and communities. However, based on their responses, Malachi, Wesley,
and Cedric could have benefitted from more autonomy if for no other reason but the
development of their self-advocacy and self-determination skills.
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Cedric’s experience demonstrated this more so than other cases, specifically because he
articulated his regrets about his major at the time of the interview as well as what major he would
have chosen had he been provided the opportunity self-determine his major without interference.
In the case of participants and the institutions involved, institutions benefitted by maintaining
control over the major placement of participants. These majors allowed participants to be
present for all athletic requirements including practices, games, and tutoring schedules. Upon
deeper examination, the majors selected also prevented student-athletes from contending with
practicum or internship requirements and/or the well-known rigor of the hard sciences. Assisting
student-athletes with scheduling as a useful and important service would be enhanced by a
deeper consideration of student needs, interests, and long-term trajectories.
Harmony. Meyer (2005) questioned the compatibility of sports and higher education
because of the way in which the requirements for student-athletes often battle the time and space
needed to achieve and maintain academic success. That remains to be seen. What is evident,
however, is that issues for students with learning disabilities persist in higher education, issues
for student-athletes with learning disabilities persist as well, and, most certainly, issues for
African American student-athletes with learning disabilities persist in ways that are unique and
specific to that population, especially when considering the substantial use of African American
male bodies in D1 sports, sports that buttress entire institutions both financially and
ideologically. The more categories of marginalization and disenfranchisement in which students
exist, the more difficult attaining a viable postsecondary degree becomes (Banks, 2014). For the
specific population in question, these factors are of the utmost importance. As educational
stakeholders, scholars or practitioners, we cannot attend to the needs of Black/African American
student-athletes with learning disabilities or who have experienced academic difficulty before
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and during their college experiences without examining their multi-faceted identities. Through
the examination of all factors that inhibit learning; the connecting of commonalities amongst
these factors; and the development of all-encompassing comprehensive solutions that account for
issues of race / ethnicity, disability, and athletic demands, we can finally suggest and implement
policies and practices that address a range of needs as expansive as the identities of the learners
in this study.
The matters in question within this study reflect a society that structurally segregates,
intimidates, and subjugates very specific groups of people. In this case, we examine continuing
efforts by U.S. systems, structures, and people to annihilate a people largely responsible for this
country’s prosperity. The case of African American student-athletes with learning disabilities or
who have experienced academic difficulty during their P-12 education is but one example of a
community existing within in U.S. society in controversial, disturbing, and difficult ways.
Furthermore, this case study represents, not only micro, but meso, and macrocosmic issues of
great proportion. For example, in the case of participants, their narratives demonstrated that their
socio-economic circumstances were not isolated events, but rather meso issues reflected through
circumstances throughout their communities. Furthermore, this meso-cosmic issue of economic
insufficiency is a replica of macrocosmic issues related to marginalized communities in color
living in subpar economic conditions throughout the country (Macartney, Bishaw, & Fontenot,
2013).
We cannot examine issues a-contextually. As we should examine issues of the
participant population through their multilayered identities, so should researchers, practitioners,
and other change makers examine the issues of participants in relation to larger societal problems
impacting participants. Furthermore, we must scrutinize such disparities and inequities in
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relationship to the structures in which they exist and in relationship to the people that built such
racist and ableist monstrosities in the first place. Such thorough examination also enables
researchers to maximize the theory of disability critical studies by examining not only ways in
which educational structures and practices dis/able students but also how larger societal
frameworks also dis/able students and their communities.
Interest Convergence and Oppression
While the supports participants received resulted in more and quality access, increasing
their capital, in some cases, the supports participants received blatantly benefitted the participant
and other involved parties and institutions. When Malachi was asked as a middle schooler to
consider football, that team benefited through his presence and skill. When Cedric was recruited
by his D1 institution, that institution benefited from his presence and skill. Providing academic
support to these participants ensured that the institutional investment was not wasted. Assisting
with schedules ensured that coaches, teams, and related institutions could access their studentathletes per practice and game schedules.
Furthermore, these participant experiences support extant literature regarding the
integration of college football (Lapchick & Marfatia, 2017) as well as the dichotomy and
simultaneous connectedness between interest convergence and (institutional) oppression.
Participants benefitted from these institutions and what they offered but, in turn, they sometimes
experienced inferior instruction and limited academic choices. Such forms of oppression
synchronously maintain longstanding institutions that have historically advantaged White
students over their Black peers, solidifying the socio-economic hierarchy in question.
Interest convergence occurs when a macro, meso, or micro change affecting a
marginalized group also results in favorable outcomes for the original institution and / or the
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non-marginalized group within that institution (Bell, 1980). Bell (1980) provides a fitting
example in Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma, debunking the
commonly held narrative that the Supreme Court’s decision to U.S. desegregate schools
primarily, if only, benefitted marginalized students of color, in particular African American
students in public schools. Bell (1980) argues that the decision to desegregate schools benefitted
the institution of U.S. schools and its White students as much if not more than African American
students and communities, ergo interest convergence. For example, research shows that when
students of all ethno-racial background attend school together, all students obtain academic,
cognitive, and social benefits (The Century Foundation, 2019). A similar event has transpired as
it relates to the way in which African American athletes experience the benefits of inclusion into
traditionally white universities and football programs (Donner, 2005).
Implications for Research
This study examined the cases of four Black/African American/ student-athletes,
revealing significant findings related to their intersectional identities. To lift this burgeoning line
of inquiry, further research related to the intersectional experiences of Black/African American
student-athletes in predominantly white settings who have learning disabilities and/or have
experienced academic difficulty during their P-12 educational experiences and thereafter is
warranted. Findings from a broader study would help define viable services and supports for this
population and other populations of students/student-athletes working to succeed under the
sometimes new and demanding requirements of higher education.
This study also revealed the ways in which this population of students received ill-fitting
educational experiences both during and after their P-12 schooling. Further research also
includes the study of maintaining and developing continued professional learning experiences for
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preservice and inservice teachers related to culturally responsive general and special education
practices. Research should also include the study of college educators and the institution of
enhanced professional learning experiences for college educators, who are also responsible for
the instruction of underserved student populations (e.g. students with learning and other
disabilities, marginalized students of color, nonconforming gendered students, and students who
meet at the intersection of multiple identities).
Specific research questions include but are not limited to:
•

How do Black/African American college football student-athletes, who have struggled to
meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been identified with a categorical
learning disability, describe their experiences in predominantly white D1 college football
programs?

•

How can the experiences of preservice and inservice educators inform development of
continued professional learning related to culturally sustaining education, including
special education supports and services?

•

How can the experiences of college educators inform the development of continued
professional learning related to culturally sustaining education, including special
education supports and services in higher education?

•

How do Black/African-American student athletes with learning disabilities impact high
school and college graduation rates?

•

How do supports and services for student-athletes with learning disabilities compare to
supports and services for non-athlete students with learning disabilities?
This study also supports investigation in other research areas because, while all topics
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could not be fully explored, this study touched upon larger sociopolitical issues as well as
specific issues within each intersectional component that merit further investigation. As stated
throughout, the conundrums that exist around African-American students and athletes reflect
larger societal issues. In this vein, further research questions include but are not limited to:
•

How does institutional control of student-athletes’ majors impact their trajectory after
college?

•

To what extent do institutions prepare student-athletes with life skills beyond sports and
academics?

•

How do socioeconomic factors impact the learning experiences of African American
student-athletes in comparison to other factors (e.g. disability)?

•

How does the institution of U.S. football relate to the historical use of Black bodies?

•

How do social norms around athleticism impact Black/African American families and
communities, including access to resources, future trajectories, and cultural community
paradigms and outcomes?

Implications for Policy
Larger Issues
As it pertains to underlying issues addressed in this study, extant research demonstrates
that residential and school segregation are linked (Denton, 1996; Hirsch, 1998; Power, 1986;
Rothstein, 2015). To balance the demographic distribution in schools, attention must be turned
toward dissolving long-standing prejudiced housing practices and policies that support ethnoracial and socioeconomic barriers to entry in certain residential areas (e.g. redlining, oppressive
gentrification practices, property tax laws). The diversification of neighborhoods will open the
gateway to schools and classrooms that demonstrate the growing diversity of our country. The
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experiences of participants in this study illustrated the way that current housing segregation can
affect access to optimal instructional opportunity, in particular for economically and
educationally marginalized students of color.
NCAA
Additionally, policy changes related to NCAA regulations and reporting should also be
implemented to more accurately represent data regarding student-athlete GPAs and graduation
rates , specifically an alignment of Graduation Success Rates with Federal Graduation Rates and
an evaluation of majors of student-athletes (NCAA 2017; Singer, 2005; Southall et al., 2016;
Steinbach, 2011). A closer examination of the distribution of monies within college athletic
programs is also warranted to develop strategies that would provide more equitable experiences
for student-athletes with disabilities entering rigorous learning environments at D1/R1 PWIHEs.
Such an examination should include the emerging development of policies and practices related
to remittance for student-athletes. (Colvin & Jansa, 2019)
Disability Support Services
Participants did not reference any supports or services outside of their athletic resources.
The lack of reference to general university-provided supports and services for students with
disabilities indicates that student-athletes may not be taking advantage of the breadth of
resources available. Rationales for this potential problem include, but are not limited to, organic
isolation of student-athletes within football programs and practices; lack of knowledge regarding
disability support services amongst student-athletes, coaches, advisors and faculty; and the need
to keep (the knowledge of) learning issues of student-athletes within the confines of athletic
programs. No matter the reason, if student-athletes are not availing themselves of disability
support services at their academic institutions, they are missing essential resources that would
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benefit their academic and holistic development. Further research is needed to understand what
policies and practices have been established within university systems to ensure that (a) studentathletes with disabilities are receiving the full extent of available supports and services, (b) all
students and educational stakeholders responsible for the success of students, including, studentathletes are aware of such supports and services, and (c) athletic programs within universities
support the extension of services for student-athletes through the use of programs specifically
tailored to meet the needs of students with disabilities.
IDEA and Transition Services
None of the participants that received special education services were aware of their
disability status at the time they received these services. More specifically, participants did not
know the name of their specific disability, how this disability changed the way that they learned,
how this disability affected their academic trajectory, or the range of provisions they were due, to
name a few. The fact that participants lacked even general knowledge regarding their education
and its impactful factors indicates that, while IDEA includes language and requirements for
informing students and families regarding disabilities and accompanied rights, implementation of
equitable IDEA practices is nonexistent. Further research is required to assess what policies
might be needed to ensure more comprehensive IDEA implementation for all students with
disabilities, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or socio-economic affiliation. This research
need extends to the equitable implementation of transition services for students with disabilities.
The experiences of the participants in this study illustrate the importance of making sure that
students with disabilities are involved in all transitional periods of the educational journey.
Although IDEA outlines requirements related to transition requirements and services, not all
students are receiving the level of transition services that equal a students’ maximum
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participation and decision making in their educational experience(s). Further research is needed
to determine what additional policies and guidance might be necessary to increase the quality of
transition services for all students with disabilities.
Limitations
Limitations for the study include number of participants. A larger case study set paired
with a survey method would provide a larger breadth of understanding regarding this particular
phenomenon. A limited number of participants also restricted the number of PWIs and athletic
programs examined. A study including a wider number of institutions would yield a deeper
understanding of how PWIs and corresponding D1 athletic programs operate as well as more
generalizable data, results, and resolutions to current issues. An inability to contact participants
after initial interviews presented limitations for gathering additional information and clarity
regarding collected data as well as completing the member checking process. An increased
number of participants in future studies would enhance the possibility of continued
communication with participants including the completion of member checking procedures.
Personal Reflexivity: The Perpetual Cookout
By far, the most beautiful part of this study was teaching and learning from “my
students” once again. As I explained at the onset, football has always been a staple in my
personal and professional life. Black boys and men have also been a staple in my life. Engaging
in this study reminded me how unabashedly endeared I am toward my Blackness and my African
“Americaness”. Sometimes, I forget who I am and become weighed down by the burden of
white supremacy. However, in these moments of interviewing, conversing with these
participants who so graciously agreed to use their capital to help me, I felt safe in a way that I
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hadn’t since I left the walls of my classroom four years ago. In these moments, our struggles and
powers were magnified through shared experiences.
The data and findings from this study revealed a wealth of information related to the
untold intersected experiences of African American student-athletes with learning disabilities or
who had experienced academic difficulty throughout their P-12 experiences. In listening to these
experiences, I noticed salient connections between myself and the participants. These
connections spurred a depth of conversation that I, as the researcher, had not anticipated. From
these conversations emerged a sense of fellowship between the participants and me. Although
not the original approach, extant literature would liken this emergence interview process to a
romantic interview approach, which “rejects the neopositivist” notion that researchers should
create neutral and objective settings for interviewing (Welch & Piekkari, 2006, p. 420).
Proponents of romantic interviewing posit that this method helps to foster connectedness
between the interviewer and the interviewee, thereby creating “rapport and trust that will allow
interviewees to produce genuine and open responses” (Welch & Piekkari, 2006, p. 420).
Douglass (1985) states that this interview method challenges interviewers to “create a ‘situated
friendship’. However, for me, the emerging friendships from this study were neither challenging
to create or situated. Instead, these instances of kindred connections occurred naturally and
unintentionally.
The exceptional addition of fellowship to this study’s findings supports the necessity of
continuing to research with students with disabilities, even after they have exited the confines of
P-12 and IDEA protections. Furthermore, this emergent theme of fellowship supports the benefit
of researchers working with participant populations with whom they share experiences. While
researchers can and should work with communities regardless of innate connectedness, the
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results of this study support the significance of possessing at least, a precursory understanding, of
people ad communities before engaging in research “with”. The results of this study also reveal
the importance of learning about the people and communities with whom we engage before
embarking upon research. Finally, this emergent theme of fellowship speaks to the impetus of
the overall study. If I could not convey the regard and kinship I felt for my Black boys and men
disenfranchised by current society, sometimes struggling to cope with inadequate educational
services and unmet instructional needs, all the while prevailing in ways that demonstrate the
power and resilience they possess, I hope the discussion related to the fellowship can do so.
Therefore, I next discuss the cookout, our fellowship with one another.
Malachi: Searching beyond Schooling
I wish I had the opportunity to interview Malachi again. With each interview, I gathered
more experience and understanding on how to both draw out and give meaningful knowledge.
Still, in my discussions with Malachi, I discovered that we shared many commonalities. Of the
most significant commonalities, Malachi explained that he and his mother moved in with his
grandfather, not only for financial reasons but to assist his grandfather who suffered from
dementia.
That mention opened up a whole topic of conversation around dementia and Alzheimer’s
because my brother, Andre´, was diagnosed last summer with early onset Alzheimer’s disease. I
listened intently as Malachi shared a snippet of his experiences with me and issued a kind
reminder to be patient with my brother, as there would be many times when ‘he may not know
that what he was doing’ seemed odd. Malachi explained, “He may not even know what he is
doing at all”. “It will be tough”, Malachi stated. To hear this young man provide comfort to me,
as I adjust to my new reality and the uncertainty of the future for my brother, created a
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connection between Malachi and I that increased the depth of our next two interviews. Notably,
this conversation was my first time talking about my brother’s illness, other than the brief
conversations I’ve had with family. The conversation was both unexpected and painful but
precipitated by own surprise and exuberance that Malachi and I shared a common experience,
more so a very personal experience, something that transcended any of the topics directly related
to the study.
In many ways, Malachi reminded me of students I had taught during my eleven or so
years in the P-12 classroom. Listening to him recount his experience with the juvenile justice
system, jail, reminded me of the maturity I had developed through my years of teaching,
transitioning from a teacher who once possessed a misunderstanding of circumstances related to
student mis/behavior to an educator who included context when determining how to assist
students who struggled to meet school-normed behavior and academic expectations. Malachi’s
brief experience with law enforcement and the time he spent in the juvenile justice system also
illustrates the lack of context that sometimes contributes to disproportionate discipline practices
and resulting suspensions and expulsions of students with specific cultural needs, including but
not limited to race, ethnicity, and disability (White, Hoppey, Allsopp, in press 2020).
Wesley: “Some of us Speak King’s English and some of us Speak Jive”
As revealed in previous excerpts, Wesley struggled with communication, particularly
communication with white people. As an African American living in a segregated community,
Wesley did not have expansive opportunities to communicate with persons outside of his
neighborhood. In the mist of this discussion, I asked Wesley if he had heard of “code switching”
to which he replied “no.” I explained to Wesley my interpretation of code switching, this
method of adaptation from one environment to another. In this context, we discussed switching
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of language. Wesley had not heard of this concept in name but knew it well in action,
particularly since entering his IHE. He described how being around White people had forced
him to learn how to communicate in a way that he had not had to before.
In reflecting on Wesley’s commentary, I recalled my personal experiences with code
switching, learning how to operate in spaces not designed for me. I understood how Wesley felt
in those moments but could not imagine how different my P-12 educational experience would
have been had I not learned this skill set early in life. I reflected on the ways in which my
mother had taught me the importance of conformity and how well I executed spoken and
unspoken mandates of dominant school practices and policies. I also reflected on the many
instances in which I still did not meet expectations of teachers and schools because of my
cultural differences, despite being “well-trained”. I wished I had had Wesley in my fifth-grade
classroom so that I could have talked to him about the art of code switching before Wesley
entered a setting that abruptly challenged his ability to communicate.
James: Conformity
My point of fellowship with James was different from other participants in that we shared
a tight connection around our family experiences. James’ family experiences were quite
different from other participants, as he grew up in a two-parent household with two older
siblings, all of which set a precedent for him in terms of academic and social expectations.
Furthermore, his mother taught school, giving him an upper hand in terms of educational and
social capital, not to mention instructional benefit. Although I did not grow up in a two-parent
household, nor was my mother college educated, the values she instilled in me regarding the
importance of learning and setting a good example on behalf of my family and community were
quite similar to those of James’ value system.
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Through the example set by his mother, father, and brothers, James learned specific skill
sets such as self-determination and advocacy that favorably impacted his ability to function
around communities with different cultural norms. Notably, his ability to understand and
acclimate to traditional American values created a space for him to be well received by white
coaches and peers. Like me, James grew up among constant reminders of his capability as well
as a keen awareness of what white people would, likely, initially think of him based on his race,
ethnicity, and size. This knowledge affected the way in which he interacted with his white
coaches and peers, including his football teammates.
While James shared many common values (e.g. the importance of hard work and effort,
the ability to “change our colors” when needed to help others feel comfortable around us), I also
experienced moments of reflective fellowship with him related to our ideological differences. In
one of our conversations, James stated, “Some people are content with being mediocre and
settling for less.” I don’t know I that ever held this ideological belief but I do have family
members that do, that subscribe to the notion of meritocracy in a way, despite the fact that we
live in a society, where one’s contentment with circumstances of lack thereof is not always a /
the determining factor in the success rates. Ironically, I have family members, that despite
experiencing the ways in which society has ravaged their possibilities and opportunities, still
look upon others as if their plight in society is all of their own making.
While I wholeheartedly believe in the necessity of doing my best to craft the kind of
future I desire, I also know that socio-economic, educational barriers and the like have impacted
my achievement. This is not to say that I have not found ways to circumnavigate these
challenges, but the point is they exist. In similar fashion, I have also experienced the benefit of
socio-economic and educational favor, to name a few. Therefore, as I know the ways that

135

societal structures can wreck a person or community’s upward trajectory, I also know the ways
in which privilege impacts upward trajectories. I don’t know that when I was James’ age, I had
the same level of understanding regarding these sometimes nuanced issues that I now possess.
Cedric: Comin´ from where I’m from
Cedric and I also shared common experiences, in many ways, more so. We both were
raised by single mothers who understood the importance of learning and pushed us to excel
while simultaneously singlehandedly holding households together. Cedric and I discussed our
siblings, specifically that while his sister was 18 years older than he, my brother is 17 years older
than me. As Cedric Four stated, “we have more in common that we know.” As we continued to
learn more about each other, Cedric helped me to feel more comfortable about the interview
process, stating, “You already see where I’m at wit’ it so you can ask me anything you want.”
We reached a new depth of synchrony when discussing his ethno-racial identity. This
conversation is the only one that I included in discussion format, intertwining my questions with
his responses in written format (p. 95-96). I don’t know that I could’ve conveyed the meaning of
this moment any other way. Cedric revealed that he did not subscribe to the typical notion of
ethnicity and that, more than any other marker, he understood himself to be Black and only
Black. To this commentary, I discussed what I had discovered during my time in my doctoral
program, particularly about the way that various groups within the Black diaspora understand
their race and ethnicity, specifically that members of the Black diaspora do not necessarily and
always subscribe to Blackness in the way that Black communities within the U.S. understand
this. For example, many Black persons of island decent do not think of themselves as anything
other than their country of origin (e.g. Bahamian, Trinidadian, Dominican) (Fullwood, 1995;
Gibau, 2006; Waters, 1994). The term “Black” may not resonate with them in the way that it

136

may for Black Americans. This interested Cedric very much and he asked me to continue, to
which I discussed with him how the history of indigenous people in this county intersects with
slavery and how that works to add meaning to the concept of the Black Diaspora. I also
discussed my unfinished autoethnography, where I explore the naming of African Americans in
this county. He asked to read my work.
Conclusion: The Study
This study explored and provided insight regarding the instructional and social
experiences of Black/African American college football student-athletes, who have struggled to
meet normalized standards of learning and/or have been identified with a categorical learning
disability. Data from this study yielded knowledge regarding participant experiences while also
informing larger social issues of the day including but not limited to residential and school
segregation, instructional inequity, and lack of autonomy for certain student populations in
systems of higher education. This study also opens a gateway to explore the complicated
histories and current issues related to the intersectional experiences of Black/African American
student-athletes with disabilities as well as the institutions that dis/able students, families, and
communities through invidious policy and practice.
Reflexive Conclusion
This study provided support for many of the systemic and structural issues I have
witnessed as a student and an educator, issues that extant literature has explored in one way or
another. This research process and its findings also proved that this is indeed a meaningful topic,
worthy of study. Not only does my study explore longstanding issues in special and general
education, but it explores the intersection of issues that have not been examined simultaneously
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and that represent factors that should be investigated together in order to solve problems in a way
that addresses more of who students are and more of what they need.
I also learned that this study represents a miniscule amount of data and findings in
comparison to what exists but that gathering more data will not likely be an easy task. I worked
diligently to garner the four participants in my study and to complete the set number of
interviews. Finding and coordinating with participants was the most frustrating aspect of this
study process. At times, I wondered if I could actually complete the study. This process
prolonged my research for 4-6 months. In the end though, the data I gathered was worth the
wait. I could not have imagined, not only the richness of the data, but the richness of the
experience for me.
Honestly, after completing my interviews, I felt so privileged to have interviewed these
students and was reminded of why I love teaching and my community, why special education is
so important to me, and why I am so endeared to African American men. I was also reminded of
why I am also frustrated with these same entities at times. The issues surrounding the education
of Black/African American students in this country, the use of Black bodies in this country, and
socioeconomic factors are difficult to understand and analyze and even more difficult to discuss
and remedy. It is for these reasons that I will continue to explore disability in conjunction with
other intersectional factors, including but not limited to ethno-racial issues and other matters of
sustained supremacy.
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